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Constructing Social Identity through the Past: The Itza Maya Community Identity through the 
Late Postclassic Period (1250-1525CE) 
by 
Yuko Shiratori 
Advisor: Timothy W. Pugh  
This dissertation focuses on the construction of social identity of the Itza Maya during the 
Late Postclassic period (1400-1525 CE) at Tayasal in the Petén lakes region, Guatemala. The 
Itza were the last indigenous group conquered by the Spaniards in the Americas in 1697. Various 
ethnohistorical documents describe the people and socio-political organization of the Itza during 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Avendaño y Loyola 1987; Edmonson 1982, 1986; Jones 
1998; López de Cogolludo 1971; Roys 1967; Villagutierre Soto-Mayo 1983). According to the 
documents, the Itza of the Petén claimed to have migrated from the great city of Chich'en Itza in 
the northern Yucatán and included several factions and lineage groups in the Petén lakes region 
(Edmonson 1982; Jones 1998). The archaeological investigations at Tayasal revealed that the 
Itza of the Petén reused earlier constructions and monuments during the Late Postclassic period. 
Reuse of earlier constructions was one way of adopting existing architecture for migrants to 
adapt to new cultural settings and to differentiate themselves from factions. In this research, I use 
a semiotic approach to understand the manipulation of social memory and establish that the Itza 
of the Petén created a new community identity by appropriating the local ancient landscape and 
by propagating their migration myth from distant Chich'en Itza.  
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Community identity is socially constructed by certain social aspects that are expressed in 
material culture. Through the material culture that was recovered from archaeological 
investigations, I propose a multi-scalar community identity for the Itza at Tayasal. Using 
archaeological and ethnohistorical data, I investigate the Itza’s material culture to examine how 
migration across political and ethnic boundaries shapes identity construction and transformation. 
My multidisciplinary perspective uses archaeology, anthropology, and ethnohistory to consider 
how the migrants construct their identity through the reuse and appropriation of material culture. 
By examining the aesthetic values of the Itza’s material culture, this research discusses the 
appropriated migration myths of the Itza. Migration is a very common theme in the origin myths 
of pre-Columbian Mesoamerican groups. The common use of migration myths in native 
historical accounts suggests that these myths were foundational symbols among many 
Mesoamerican people. This research explores migration myths as a criterion of legitimacy and 
authenticity in the material culture (Boone 2000; Smith 1984). 
The results of this study demonstrate that the identified community identity by multiscale 
analysis of material culture was probably constructed by elites to shape social and power 
relations. Through material culture, the community identity of the Itza at Tayasal appear to have 
been constructed by the Itza elites to legitimate their micro-scale community identity within the 
larger middle- and macro-scale identities. This community identity was based on their claimed 
ancestors and the local history to strengthen their social credibility there. Likewise, the 
constructed identity was used to differentiate them from their neighboring rivals such as the 
Kowoj. It was probably an effort to demonstrate precedence in the region and as a way to 
differentiate themselves from factions and lineage groups including the Kowoj, who claimed to 
have migrated from Mayapán, also in the northern Yucatán. 
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This research explores on the topic of social identity of migrants for a wider audience, 
revealing fluid and multiple conditions of migrants’ identity based on their appropriated 
“authenticity.” The Itza of the Petén experienced several migration events before and after the 
decline of the Classic period (250-900 CE) and subsequently a unique, unusually extended 
period (172 years) of cultural contact. This research reveals the Itza’s resilience and persistence, 
archaeologically demonstrating the link between the ethnohisorical documents and 
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Postclassic Maya communities experienced a continuing process of social, political, and 
economic change after the demographic and political turmoil of the Terminal Classic Period. 
Smaller communities were dispersed across the lowlands, but immigration seems to have been 
common as were long-distance merchants. In northern Yucatán, Mayapán became a great urban 
center from around 1200-1450 CE and had a great influence over sites throughout the Maya 
lowlands (Masson and Peraza Lope 2014; Pollock et al. 1962) (Figure 1-1). After the 
disintegration of Mayapán, inhabitants dispersed to various locations, possibly joining related 
lineage groups (Jones 1998; Roys 1967). Approximately 100 years after the disintegration of 
Mayapán, the Spaniards arrived in northern Yucatán. The Spanish invasion of the Maya 
Lowlands in the 16th and 17th centuries fueled further dispersal and many emigrated far inland to 
escape Spanish control (Jones 1998). This population movement resulted in the disintegration of 
the geographical and economic landscape established during the Postclassic period. The central 
Petén lakes region, Guatemala, became a refuge or frontier for immigrant groups because of the 
remoteness of the dense tropical rainforest prevented Spanish conquest until 1697 CE (Jones 
1998; Rice 1998). As a result of population movements of different groups into this region, the 
deterritorialized population needed to distinguish themselves from other groups by an association 
with their “ethnic homeland,” which refers to a place of group origin (Tsuda 2000:5), whether 
real or imagined. Groups strove to gain political and economic power over others in the Petén 
lakes region on the eve of the Spanish conquest by asserting their connection with a distant 
ancestral land (Jones 1998; Pugh 2003). 
2 
 
This dissertation investigates the Itza Maya at Tayasal, Petén, Guatemala. Tayasal lies on 
a peninsula of less than 200 m located north of Flores Island (Figure 1-2).  The name  
 
Figure 1-1: Map of Yucatán Peninsula, showing major Postclassic sites. 
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Figure 1-2: Map of Lake Petén Itzá and Tayasal 
“Tayasal,” one of the names of the Itza capital, means “[at the] place of Itza” (Jones 1998). This 
name is a misnomer, as the capital was located in the area of modern Flores (Jones et al. 1981).  
The archaeological site of Tayasal is partially covered by modern San Miguel, which was 
established as a mission settlement on May 12, 1702 (Jones 1998:390-394). The site was initially 
occupied in the Middle Preclassic period (1000-400 BCE) and included periodic occupations 
through the present, though there appears to have been a hiatus in the Early Classic period (200-
600 CE) (Pugh and Sánchez 2010). After the Spaniards conquered the Itza capital (present-day 
Flores) in 1697, they founded a presidio (Nuestra Señora de los Remedios y San Pablo, Laguna 
del Itzá) on the island and a few years later established San Miguel and a second mission, San 
Bernabé, within what are now Tayasal’s site boundaries (Jones 1998:310).  
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Figure 1-3: Map of Tayasal. showing major architectural groups. Redrawn from Chase 1983. 
The archaeological site of Tayasal was investigated by Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal 
(PAT) from 2009 to 2012. The author excavated the Main Group, which is located 
approximately in the center of the peninsula and is artificially elevated (Figure 1-3). This 
dissertation discerns patterns of material culture in the Main Group, searching for material 
indicators of the Itza in the Petén lakes region. The central Petén lakes region is located in the 
Department of El Petén, in northern Guatemala. In this region, a chain of lakes lies east-west 
centered on Lake Petén Itza, which extends 30km east-west. From west to east, Lakes Sacpuy, 
Petén Itzá, Peténxil, Quexil, Salpetén, Macanché, Yaxhá, and Sacnab stretched about 75km 
across the Department of Petén, Guatemala (Figure 1-4) (Rice and Rice 2016). The largest lake 
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Figure 1-4: Map of Petén Lakes Region with archaeological sites: 1) Sacpuy; 2) Pasajá; 3) Nixtun-Ch'ich'; 4) Colonia Itzá; 5) 
Flores; 6) Quexil; 7) Motul de San José; 8) Ixlú; 9) Zacpetén; 10) Yalain; 11) Muralla de León; 12) Topoxté 
in this chain is Lake Petén Itzá. The Itza capital, Nojpeten (modern-day Flores Island), was 
located in the southwestern end of Lake Petén Itzá. The Tayasal Peninsula protrudes at the same 
part of the lake, just north of the island. The water level of the lakes fluctuates with irregularity 
and the lakes do not all have the same level. From 2009-2011, the water level of Lake Petén Itzá 
was lower than the late 1990s and rose about 1 m in 2013 (Timothy Pugh, personal 
communication 2017). Nevertheless, Flores Island appears always to have always been 
disconnected from the peninsula and the peninsula was never an island as it is depicted in a 
painting from 1740 (Pugh et al. 2012). 
The archaeological site of Tayasal is situated on the western tip of the Tayasal Peninsula. 
Although the site’s eastern limit is unknown, previous studies tentatively placed it at another 
archaeological site of El Joboito (Chase 1983:355) (Figure 1-3). In that case, it extends more 
than 2.6km east-west and 1.2km north-south, with a center at the Main Group. It may include 
several different sites/communities—this is one of the questions for this dissertation: how to 
define a community. If there are communities, how they are expressed in their material culture? 
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In doing so, I discuss why each community developed a different material culture and why these 
cultures were distinct.  
 1-2 “Late Postclassic” Timeframe 
 The Postclassic period in the Petén lakes region can be divided into two phases: the Early 
Postclassic phase (950-1250 CE) and the Late Postclassic phase (1250-1525 CE) (Pugh and Rice 
2009). This division is based on ceramic sequences and radiocarbon dating at Zacpetén (Pugh 
2001; Pugh and Rice 2009a). Radiocarbon dates from the Main Group (including Group 23) 
range from 1263-1802 CE, which falls into the Late Postclassic, Contact (1525-1697 CE), and 
the Colonial (1697-1821 CE) periods (see Table 9B-2 and Table 9C-2). Arlen Chase (1983, 1990; 
Chase and Chase 1983) divided the ceramic complexes at Tayasal into Early (“Chilcob Complex,” 
950-1200 CE), Middle (“Cocahmut Complex,” 1200-1450 CE), and Late Postclassic (“Kauil 
Complex,” 1450-1700 CE) (Table 1-1). Chase’s Middle Postclassic period is characterized by 
the widespread appearance of Snail-Inclusion Paste Wares (Chase and Chase 1983:107). 
However, our ceramic data and stratigraphy at Tayasal do not show a clear break between Early 
Postclassic to Middle Postclassic and Middle Postclassic to Late Postclassic. Because of this 
radiocarbon dates and the uncertainty surrounding the Middle Postclassic ceramic complex, I 
follow the chronological sequence found at Zacpetén, which divides the Postclassic period into 
Early and Late Postclassic (Pugh and Rice 2009a:91-92). 
 The Late Postclassic period at Zacpetén was characterized as having material culture 
related to Mayapán in Yucatán (Pugh 2001). A colonial document relays that the Kowoj 
migrated from Mayapán to Petén to flee from the Spanish invasion at the time of Conquest in 
Yucatán; this connects the Kowoj and the Mayapán-related material cultures at Zacpetén (Jones 
1998:11, 2009:60). In addition to the rather late entry of the Kowoj into Petén (see Chapter 4), it 
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suggests a diaspora following the fall of Mayapán (Pugh and Rice 2009a:93). The archaeological 
evidence at Zacpetén justified the ethnohistory of the Kowoj in the Late Postclassic period (Pugh 
2001; Rice and Rice 2009). However, we do not know many Kowoj, if any actually migrated 
from the site which we currently call “Mayapán.” In this dissertation describing research at 
Tayasal, the Late Postclassic is defined by material culture in relation to the previous research 
conducted in the Petén lakes region.                                
1-3 Archaeological Investigations in the Petén Lakes Region 
Previous research in the Petén lakes region has expanded our understanding of Maya 
settlements on the eve of the Spanish conquest (e.g., Cecil 2009; Chase 1983; Jones 1998; 
Meissner 2014; Pugh 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2009; Pugh et al. 2012, 2016, 2017; Rice 1987; 
Rice et al. 1998, 2007; Rice and Rice 2009, 2016, 2018; Schwarz 2009). Compared to the 
Postclassic archaeology of the northern lowlands, where there has been a great deal of attention 
due to the well-preserved architecture and its extensive colonial occupation, there has been less 
study of the Postclassic period in central Petén. Overshadowed by the prosperous Classic period, 
the Postclassic period has long been neglected. Since the 1970s, Rice and Rice (D. Rice and P. 
Rice 1980, 1981, 1983, 1990, 2005; P. Rice and D. Rice 1985, 2009, 2016, 2018; Rice 2009; 
Rice et al. 2007) have conducted investigations at sites around the Lakes Petén Itza, Yaxhá, 
Sacnab, Macanché, and Quexil. Proyecto Maya Colonial (PMC), directed by Don Rice, Prudence 
Rice, Rómulo Sánchez, and Grant Jones, investigated Tayasal, Nixtun-Ch'ich', Pasajá, Colonia 
Itza, Ixlú, Zacpetén and many other sites around Lake Petén Itzá (Figure 1-4). This project has 
revealed substantial Late Postclassic occupations around Lake Petén Itzá, yielding evidence for 
the notion that distinct cultural groups existed during the Late Postclassic period by combining 
archaeology and ethnohistory (Rice et al. 2007). Timothy Pugh (2001) directed excavations at 
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Zacpetén on a peninsula in Lake Salpetén to the east of Lake Petén Itza. Zacpetén lies in the 
Table 1-1: Chronology of periods at Tayasal and Ceramic Complexes in Tayasal and Uaxactún. 
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territory of the Kowoj Maya, who were rivals of the Itza. Pugh (2001, 2003, 2009) describes the 
resemblance of architectural arrangements of Zacpetén to those of Mayapán in northern Yucatán. 
By appropriating religious affiliation with their ancestral city through the construction of temple 
assemblages, the Kowoj in Petén differentiated themselves from their rivals, the Chich'en Itza-
derived Itza (Pugh 2003; Rice and Rice 2009). It is notable that Zacpetén yielded a number of 
European artifacts, which were restricted to the ceremonial groups and elite residential groups 
(Pugh 2009).  
The Topoxté Islands were excavated by William Bullard, Jr. (1970, 1973) with the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology of Harvard University from 1958-1960. He 
provided a detailed map of the ceremonial group and constructed a ceramic chronology at the 
main island of Topoxté. His “Central Petén Postclassic Tradition” became the basis for the 
ceramic chronology of the Petén lakes region (Cecil 2001, 2009, see also Chapter 6), which was 
later modified after the Rices’ work at Canté Island (Rice 1979). Subsequently, a joint German-
Guatemalan project investigated the Topoxté Islands and yielded substantial data (Wurster 2000). 
In the Itza region, Kevin Schwarz (2004, 2009) investigated the Classic to the Postclassic 
period at Eckixil or Quexil. Proyecto Maya Colonial and Proyecto Arqueológico Itzá del Petén 
(PAIP), directed by Prudence Rice, Rómulo Sánchez, and Don Rice, conducted excavations at 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' (Rice 2009; Rice et al. 2007). Nixtun-Ch'ich' is believed to have been the capital 
of the Chak'an Itza who may have migrated from Chich'en Itza in northern Yucatán. PAIP 
encountered what may have been a 17th-century indigenous community called Ch'ich' (or Nich) 
(see Chapter 6) (Pugh et al. 2016). Later, Proyecto Arqueológico Itzá, directed by Timothy Pugh, 
uncovered a large Late Postclassic community on the main body of the site (Pugh et al. 2016; 
Rice et al. 2007). Matthew Rockmore (2006) attempted to locate a 1734 reconstruction of the 
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mission San Jerónimo, but this settlement may have been destroyed by the construction of a 
modern hotel. 
Nojpeten, the Itza capital, is covered and severely disturbed by the modern town of Flores. 
George Cowgill (1963) conducted test excavations in the central plaza of Flores and identified 
Postclassic occupation as well as some Colonial period occupation based on diagnostic ceramic 
wares. The Proyecto Regional de Investigaciones de Arqueológicas del Norte de Petén, 
Guatemala (PRIANPEG) directed by Richard Hansen conducted archaeological investigations 
and constructed a chronological sequence of ceramics at Flores from the Middle Preclassic to the 
Postclassic (Forsyth 1996, 1999; Hansen 1997). Construction work on Flores revealed a large 
sculpted limestone reptilian head with a gaping mouth similar to those at Chichen Itzá, Mayapán, 
and other sites. Several salvage archaeological excavations, which accompanied developmental 
construction on the island, have yielded historical materials and abundant Postclassic ceramics 
and burials (Gámez 2005, 2007; Hernández V. 2006; Zetína A. 2009). In 2009, Proyecto de 
Revitalización y Conservación de la Isla de Flores, Petén, conducted salvage operations in 
coordination with construction activities on the island (Zetína A. 2009). Artifacts recovered by 
this project played a role in this dissertation. 
1-3-1 Previous Excavations at Tayasal 
Previous research at Tayasal was conducted by the Carnegie Institution in the 1920s and 
1930s (Guthe 1921, 1922; Morley 1938) and the University of Pennsylvania in the 1970s and 
1980s (Chase 1983, 1985). Arlen Chase (1983) compiled the enormous data from Tayasal in his 
dissertation, which provided me with a starting point for my current dissertation. These earlier 
investigations suggested low populations on the peninsula during the Late Postclassic and 
Colonial periods. However, this earlier research likely underestimated the population of later 
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Maya occupation due to their sampling strategy and problems with their ceramic chronology 
(Cecil 2001; Pugh and Sánchez 2010).  
In 1996, a survey at the site conducted by Pugh suggested a larger Late Postclassic 
population (Timothy Pugh, personal communication 2009). These new data included additional 
residences and ceremonial buildings typical of the Late Postclassic period.  In 1997, the Centro 
Universitario de El Petén (CUDEP), University of San Carlos, Guatemala, conducted 
excavations in one of the ceremonial buildings at Tayasal revealing a large number of deity 
effigy censers (Ramírez B. 2004). This contradicted the previous work by Chase (1983:3, 1221-
1222, 1280) who noted the scarcity of effigy censers at Tayasal. Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal 
directed by Pugh and Sánchez conducted test excavations at Tayasal in the summer of 2009. The 
author participated in this project, surveying and conducting test excavations. We obtained a 
large amount of Postclassic censers which were associated with burials in the residential areas 
near the ceremonial group.  We demonstrated that censer sherds were discarded in a limited 
number of locations, which likely produced the low numbers in Chase’s (1983) sample. 
The site of Tayasal is one of the best locations to investigate the Itza polity of the Petén 
lakes region because Flores, which was the central capital of the Itza, is covered by the modern 
settlement. Of all the surviving Itza sites, Tayasal is the best situated to provide information 
about the central Itza (as opposed to the Chak'an Itza) and the transformation of the indigenous 
polity at the Spanish contact as it was continuously occupied from the Late Postclassic into the 
Colonial period.  
1-4 Research Questions 
 This dissertation addresses two broad research questions: 
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1) How did the residents of Tayasal use their material culture to develop their social 
“community” identity? 
2) How do various Itza communities in the Petén lakes region identify themselves as 
factionalized Itza within a larger body of the Itza? 
This dissertation explores the material culture of the Itza of Petén, the dominant group in the 
Petén lakes region when the Spaniards arrived in 16th-17th centuries. The Itza controlled the 
western and southern parts of Lake Petén Itzá. Another group, the Kowoj also resided in this 
region and controlled the northern and eastern parts of the lake. Although the Itza were the more 
powerful of the two, the Itza and Kowoj were in conflict with one another and competitors for 
political power. Previous research has identified the material culture of the Kowoj at Zacpetén, 
located on a peninsula in Lake Salpetén to the east of Lake Petén Itza (Cecil 2004; Pugh 2001; 
Rice and Rice 2009). As noted, both the Itza and Kowoj claimed ancestry from northern Yucatán: 
the Itza from Chich'en Itza and the Kowoj from Mayapán. At Zacpetén, the Kowoj elites 
emulated architectural arrangements linking them to their ancestral city of Mayapán (Pugh 2001). 
This dissertation compares the material culture of the Itza and Kowoj to discover how the Itza 
differentiated from the Kowoj during the Late Postclassic period in the Petén lakes region. 
Research into the first question draws on the concepts of social memory and ancestor 
veneration. It is hypothesized that the Itza elites at Tayasal associated themselves with their 
ancestral city of Chich'en Itza by emulating their material culture, as opposed to the Kowoj’s 
association with Zacpetén. Comparing data from Zacpetén, this research at Tayasal provides an 
opportunity to justify ethnohistoric accounts of the socio-political organization of the Itza during 
the Late Postclassic period in the Petén lakes region. Provided the long histories of socio-
geopolitical dynamics in later chapters, I suggest that the Itza and Kowoj likely maintained their 
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ethnic identity in central Petén region, differentiating themselves from one another. The 
historical consciousness of “distinction” should have been expressed in their material practices as 
a form of social identity, especially among the elites. As a part of this expression, it should be 
clear why the Itza claimed their ancestral ties to Chich'en Itza.   
Research into the second question focuses on the identification of Itza factions as 
communities through the identification of Itza material culture. Historical documents suggest that 
several internal factions were present among an ethnopolitical group of the Itza at the Conquest 
(Jones 1998). The identification of an Itza community identity at Tayasal may further point to 
that of other communities in the Petén lakes region. Political conflicts in the region during the 
Late Postclassic period likely impacted their exchange network and material production. Despite 
previous intensive investigations in this region, little research has attempted to identify internal 
factions using archaeological data. With a critical review of the material culture, this dissertation 
attempts to identify Itza factions to what extent they identified themselves collectively and 
individually.  
1-5 Outline of Chapters  
Chapter 2, “Theorizing Community Identity: Constructing Social Identity through Social 
Memory and Migration Myth,” defines “community identity” and discusses the representation of 
community identity in material culture from two sets of frameworks. The first set draws on social 
memory and ancestor veneration. It is suggested that the reuse of abandoned monuments is a 
social practice of commemoration, especially the commemoration of ancestors. This chapter 
provides a review of the reuse and modification of abandoned monuments in the Maya lowland. 
Additionally, the practice of reuse is discussed using a semiotic approach, which provides a 
pragmatic explanation for reuse.  
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The second framework which evaluates the construction of community identity draws on 
migration and social identity. Migration studies in anthropology provide a basis to better 
understand community identity. In addition, this chapter reviews and examines the common use 
of migration myths in documents during the Postclassic and Colonial period in Mesoamerica, 
and offers that they were written to legitimize their community in the eyes of the Spanish court. 
Chapter 3, “Methods,” describes the methods I used in the field and laboratory. The field 
methods include both mapping and excavation, while the laboratory methods include 
classification by material and chemical analyses. Materials recovered from the excavation are 
listed in this chapter, explaining how they were analyzed and interpreted. 
Chapter 4, “Ethnohistory of the Itza and Migration Myths,” provides a review of the 
ethnohistory of the Itza that is derived from both indigenous and Spanish accounts. The 
indigenous chronicles such as books of chilam balam describe historical and mythological 
accounts of group foundation that include migration. A review of Itza migration examines and 
evaluates the chronology and validity of Itza’s connection to Chich'en Itza. This chapter also 
provides background to the historic Itza-Kowoj conflict. It is suggested that the conflict between 
the Itza and Kowoj are derived from earlier encounters between their ancestors in northern 
Yucatán.  
Chapter 5, “Late Postclassic Social and Political Geography of the Petén Lakes Region,” 
provides a review of the social and political geography in the Petén lakes region during the Late 
Postclassic period. First of all, I present Maya cosmology and calendars that were common 
during the Postclassic period. This is important for the understanding of chronology in 
indigenous chronicles. Second, I present the social organization of the Itza, which was described 
in various Spanish documents. They discuss the rulership of Itza polity and helps to understand 
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their relationship to the Kowoj polity in the Petén lakes region. Finally, I present the political 
geography of the Petén lakes region during the Late Postclassic period, which illustrates the 
presence of conflicts and ethnic diversity from ethnohistorical documents. 
Chapter 6, “Late Postclassic Material Culture of the Petén Lakes Region,” reviews the 
characteristics of Late Postclassic architecture and ceramics that have been archaeologically 
identified. This chapter also provides a review of material culture from excavated sites in the 
region. This reveals the ethnically specific material culture of both the Itza and Kowoj, which in 
turn supports migration myths from ethnohistorical documents. 
Chapter 7, 8, and 9 detail the excavations I undertook in the Main Group at Tayasal. The 
first two chapters provide a summary of the test pit excavations in the Main Group, including the 
findings from the previous excavations. Chapter 9 is subdivided into three chapters (Chapters 9A, 
9B, and 9C), provide a detailed description of the excavations and findings of Group 23, which 
includes one ceremonial and two residential groups. 
Chapter 10 “Characteristics of Itza Material Culture,” discusses the material culture of 
the Itza at Tayasal, comparing them to that of the Kowoj, in terms of architectures, ceramics, 
mortuary practice, and iconography. Besides comparing them to that of the Kowoj, I also 
compare them to other areas within Tayasal, and I show how inter- and intra-site comparisons of 
material culture presents evidence for a community identity of the Itza. 
Chapter 11, “Conclusion: Constructed Social Identity of the Itza through the Material 
Culture,” reevaluates the multi-layered community identity (micro-, middle-, and macro-levels) 
which are demonstrated in the material culture. It also examines, through semiotic analysis, how 
legitimizing social memory by referencing ancestral migration myths served to construct a new 
social identity. I conclude that the Itza’s demonstration of social identity in the material culture 
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was the result of complex factional competition and struggles over the territorial domination in 






Theorizing Community Identity:  
Constructing Social Identity through Social Memory 
and Migration Myth 
2-1 Introduction 
Ethnohistorical documents describe the dynamic realm of the Itza in the Petén lakes 
region during the Late Postclassic period. The inhabitants at Tayasal appear to have been an Itza 
faction involved in migration streams with the Yucatán. They also have a distinctive material 
culture (see Chapter 6). Situated near the capital of the Itza (Nojpeten), the Itza at Tayasal 
claimed strong connections with their ancestral lineages in Yucatán as well as with local history 
and antiquity (see Chapter 4). This characterization of the Itza at Tayasal is derived from a 
consideration of the community and identity in the region. In general, the Petén lakes region has 
been the object of scholarly interest primarily as an area in which the interaction and competition 
among ethnohistorically documented groups thrived during the Spanish conquest. Such studies 
considered sites in association with factionalism. These sites are usually considered as individual 
“communities” which are socially, politically, economically, religiously or geographically 
affiliated with larger groups in the region. Indeed, although they had unique local characteristics, 
Tayasal was a community of Itza Maya participating in a complex set of social dynamics with 
the capital and other communities of Itza. 
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I propose that the material culture of the Itza at Tayasal reveals a community identity 
which was established by actively used cultural traits and social practices by inhabitants at 
Tayasal during the Late Postclassic period. Building a community identity appears to have 
emerged in response to their social position as immigrants and historical conflicts with the 
Kowoj in the region. Adopting a theoretical approach to community and identity will help to 
understand the complexity of the material culture at Tayasal. 
In this chapter, I first define the concept of community and community identity to 
understand the logic behind reuse and modification of past buildings which were set out in the 
Main Group. In addition, I review social foundations and factionalism of the Maya in Yucatán 
during the Colonial period. Subsequently, I employ two approaches to evaluate the community 
identity of Itza at Tayasal: 1) social memory and ancestor veneration; 2) migration and social 
identity. These approaches should provide a practical methodology for investigating the Itza 
community at Tayasal through material culture. Drawing from the first approach of social 
memory and ancestor veneration, I discuss the reuse of abandoned structures in the Late 
Postclassic sites in northern Yucatán and Belize and examine motivations behind reuse. 
Furthermore, I argue that the context of reuse at Tayasal was politically manipulated to construct 
a new social identity. The second approach is explored in the common use of migration myth in 
Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica. I argue that the use of migration myth contributed to constructing 
a new social identity for the Itza at Tayasal. Material culture including ethnohistoric documents 




2-2 Theorizing “Community” 
 The word “community” is widely used in many disciplines, but difficult to define. The 
term “community” often refers to an ethnic or religious group of people within a nation-state 
(Creed 2006). It appears to be a very useful term to describe a group of people who share certain 
characteristics in a geographic extent. However, the term community is very fluid and changes 
its form and scale in fluid territorial boundaries (Mac Sweeney 2011:34). The idea of community 
has long been poorly conceptualized in most disciplines (Mac Sweeney 2011; Stacey 1969). In 
the last few years, several scholars have attempted to embrace studies of community in 
archaeology (e.g., Harris 2014; Mac Sweeney 2011). Oliver Harris (2014) provided critiques of 
various perspectives on the studies of community by describing communities as “assemblages.” 
Mac Sweeney (2011) traces the history of community studies in anthropology and archaeology 
from the late nineteenth century to the early 2000s.  
 In the Late 19th century, German theorist Ferdinand Tönnies considered the concept of 
“community” as opposed to “society” in his work of Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community 
and Civil Society) (Tönnies 1887). Community was associated with the rural and natural, while 
society was considered urban and cultured. This early notion of community incorporated the 
urban setting during the mid-twentieth century when trans-national migration became a 
widespread phenomenon (Mac Sweeney 2011:12). Urban communities were considered a 
complex organization in which members interacted with each other within a locale (Mac 
Sweeney 2011:13).  
In the late 20th century, the study of community embraced the notion of identity and 
social relationships both inside and outside the community (Anderson 1983; Cohen 1985). 
Anthony Cohen (1982, 1985) claimed that community is constructed by members’ perceptions 
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and meaning, and community is constructed symbolically in members’ perception of culture. 
Cohen (1985) argued that members of a group share something in common inside a community; 
sharing something in common differentiates “us” (inside) from “them” (outside). Thus, 
community defines community identity and provides a symbolic boundary (Cohen 1985). 
Similar to Cohen’s definition of community, Benedict Anderson’s “imagined 
communities” considered a nation to be an “imagined political community” because the 
members of community would have no direct social interaction and yet share social 
commonalities and solidarity (Anderson 1983). Although Anderson argued for community in 
terms of nationalism, the concept of “imagined communities” became relevant in the 
contemporary context of migration and diaspora (Bauder 2011). Members of “imagined 
communities” perceive themselves as a part of a larger group which shares a sense of community 
across the globe. 
Cohen and Anderson’s ideas of community focused on the importance of social practices 
and cultural forms. In the 1990s when the study of transnational migration and diaspora became 
popular in various disciplines, new approaches to studying these communities emerged from 
growing interest in space, place making, landscape, and locality (Abu-Lughod 1994; Appadurai 
1996; Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Malkki 1997). These new studies challenged spatially 
territorialized notions of community and focused on social practices that shape collective 
identities through contrast with others in the same location (Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Mac 
Sweeney 2011:16). Where once community was considered natural and rooted in particular 
territorial geographies, it has now been “deterritorialized,” with imagined socio-geographic units 
which constitute memory and identity (Mac Sweeney 2011). 
21 
 
2-2-1 Defining “Community” in Archaeology 
As with the other social sciences, archaeological approaches to the study of communities 
have favored social theory (Canuto and Yaeger 2000; Mac Sweeney 2011). A variety of 
approaches have been discussed and employed to understand community in archaeology (Harris 
2014; Kolb and Snead 1997; Mac Sweeney 2011; Canuto and Yaeger 2000). Michael Kolb and 
James Snead (1997:611) defined community by examining three factors: 1) social reproduction; 
2) subsistence production, and 3) self-identification. Social reproduction suggests a community 
as a node of social interaction; individuals in a community regularly interact and reproduce 
social groups. Subsistence production implies a community as a principal controller of economic 
activities; subsistence labor and land tenure are associated with a community organization. Self-
identification is local identity constructed through social reproduction and economic activities. 
Members of a community share a sense of community identity in a shared space. Combining 
these three factors of community, they defined community as “a minimal, spatially defined locus 
of human activity that incorporates social reproduction, subsistence production, and self-
identification” (Kolb and Snead 1997:611).  
Marcello Canuto and Jason Yaeger (2000:5) defined a community as “an ever-emergent 
social institution that generates and is generated by supra-household interaction that are 
structured and synchronized by a set of places within a particular span of time” (Yaeger and 
Canuto 2000:5). Their definition of community focuses on social interaction which represented 
in the material culture. Using a middle-level approach that links household level and regional-
scale settlement, they argue that daily interactions in a given space develop a shared identity, 
namely community identity (Yaeger and Canuto 2000:6). Thus, community is constituted by 
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shared space and practice. Yaeger (2000:131) uses “practices of affiliation,” where certain 
practices construct and reinforce a local community identity. 
Mac Sweeney (2011) separated the concept of community in archaeology into two types: 
relational communities and geographic communities. Relational communities are “(g)roups that 
have a sense of common identity based on a perception of shared interests,” while geographical 
communities are “(g)roups that live within a given locality, and that also have a sense of 
common identity” (emphasis in the original, Mac Sweeney 2011:31). He argues that 
archaeological study of communities should focus on a social group which is tied by a conscious 
sense of collective identity in a shared space of a geographic locale (Mac Sweeney 2011:31-32). 
Following Mac Sweeney’s geographical communities, I define community as a spatially, 
but not geographic, defined locus of social practices, in which members of a social group share 
experiences and a sense of collective identity. This is one level of community; communities are 
multi-scalar and hierarchal. They are constituted at different levels and scales (Harris 2014; 
Yaeger 2000). Yaeger (2000) examined the different practices of material culture, which 
constituted different scales of community at San Lorenzo, western Belize. Yaeger’s multi-scalar 
vision of community fits well for understanding the Itza community. Yaeger (2000) 
distinguished a local sense of community at the level of the hamlet (sharing a habitus); the intra-
community level through practices of affiliation (sharing practices of feasting and construction of 
the largest house); and the larger regional level of Xunanutunich polity (sharing exotic goods and 
symbolic affiliation). The regional level of community is the “imagined” elite community 
(Yaeger 2000:136), which recalls Anderson’s (1983) “imagined community.”  These sharing 
practices, Yaeger (2000) believes, construct and reinforce community solidarity.  
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For the current study of the Itza at Tayasal, I propose that Tayasal was a local community 
of the Itza group (the micro-scale), which is a spatially defined locus of social practices. In 
addition, the Itza at Tayasal were part of larger Itza group in the Petén lakes region (the middle-
scale), centered around the capital of Nojpeten. Furthermore, the Itza of Petén claimed their 
original homeland in Yucatán, where their ancestral Itza lineage (including the Kokom) resided 
and considered as an imagined ethnohistorical community at the macro-scale (see Chapter 4; 
Jones 1998). Thus, the levels of community shift by characteristics of social practices by the 
members and also various definitions of collective “identity.” In fact, the notion of community 
varies with different scales of shared identity which is perceived by the members.  I now turn to 
the notion of community identity, examining how a sense of community identity is constructed 
in social experience and social practice and how multi-scalar communities affect collective 
identities at different levels. 
2-2-2 Community Identity 
 Community identity is socially constructed. From the functionalist view, community 
identity is “something that exists and is available for study as an enduring entity” (Colombo and 
Senatore 2005:49). Community itself is one of the multiple layers that constitute social identity 
(Colombo and Senate 2005; Mac Sweeney 2011). Mac Sweeney (2011:35) notes that “the 
community is primarily a form of identity—a mental construct rather than a natural or structural 
phenomenon.” The mental construct of community is realized through social practice, akin to 
what Bourdieu (1977) call habitus. Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus explains the mental system 
of structures which are embedded within a consciousness representing external structures. For 
Bourdieu, knowledge of social identity is a cultural knowledge based on habitus, as everyday life 
in which daily social activities interpenetrate and constitute a shared social identity. Community 
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members’ perceptions of the world are represented in their daily routines. This sense of 
unconscious commonality within a community represents a community identity through 
practices. 
Like community, identity is not static; rather it shifts through the members’ perception of 
themselves. Depending on one’s community, society, or people, one’s identity may change 
according to historical and social circumstances. Community identity is a form of group identity, 
sharing social and phenomenological experiences, which constitute a conscious sense of 
commonality (Mac Sweeney 2011; Tilly 2006). Not only sharing a territorial space, but 
community identity also shares a sense of the experience of conscious social practices (Yaeger 
2000). The phenomenological experience of sharing a set of social practices could provide for a 
realization of community identity. 
Community identity encompasses two aspects of identity: a sense of the self and a sense 
of the other. Constructing a community identity creates and emphasizes a sense of “us,” while 
also creating a sense of “other” with an emphasis on differences (Barth 1969; Cohen 2002; Mac 
Sweeney 2011). Boundaries between “us” and “them” are often a geographical space to define a 
distinction between the inside and outside (Barth 1969). However, an imagined community does 
not necessarily contain a geographic space. Members of a community feel bounded by social 
aspects such as sharing an origin. Furthermore, social factors include religion, language, 
ethnicity, food, and cultural tradition. Although this fluidity of community identity in social 
contexts is difficult to generalize, material culture should provide a collective identity 
representing cultural experiences (Mac Sweeney 2011). Constructing a sense of “us-ness” in the 
physical experience is what Yaeger (2000) calls “practices of affiliation” or Mac Sweeney calls 
(2011) “enactment of community.”  An embodiment of community identity promotes integration 
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and unity between those who participate in these acts and separation and distinction from 
outsiders. Social identities are likely articulated in public engagement such as ceremonial 
activities (Cohen 1985; Yaeger 2000). 
Multi-scalar community identity places the Itza at Tayasal at the micro-scale, which 
define identity based upon sharing territory and practicing activities in the same neighborhood. 
At the middle-scale, the community identity of the Itza in Petén was tied to a larger Itza 
collective identity based upon a historical consciousness of shared migration from northern 
Yucatán to the Petén lakes region. This identity was also contrasted with Kowoj—other Yucatec 
speakers in Petén who were a local “other.” At the macro-scale, the collective identity of the 
imagined ethnohistoric community in Yucatán was closely tied to a sense of belonging to distant 
Chich'en Itza, the Itza homeland, on the basis of migration myths. Thus, as the scale of 
community identity shifts, so does the semantic scale of their collective identity (Colombo and 
Senatore 2005). 
We should expect to find material culture that represents the conscious practices of 
community identity. A local community is often distinguished from neighbors in a region 
through the use of material symbols (DeBoer 1990). For example, pottery with ethno-specific 
decoration should have been used in highly visible events, such as ritual ceremonies. In such 
cases, the ethno-specific decoration could identify the people who used the pottery in the 
ceremony and differentiate them from outsiders, and the use of ethno-specific decoration in the 
ceremony helps to connect the present members of the community to those of the past. Yaeger’s 
(2000) study at the community in San Lorenzo, Belize revealed the shared practice of production 
and experience of material culture within a local community. This indicated a local habitus that 
was created by the community, and the habitus of San Lorenzo was different from their 
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neighbors (Yaeger 2000:130). At the middle-scale inner community level, Yaeger (2000) 
identified practices of affiliation in material culture which reinforced intra-community identity. 
These practices were demonstrated in ritual feasting which involved a large amount of animal 
bones and in the construction of the largest house in the community (Yaeger 2000:132). This 
intra-community affiliation would have demonstrated the differentiation from those outside the 
community. Affiliation with the external community at San Lorenzo was reflected in the use of 
exotic raw materials which came through the exchange system of the larger polity, Xunantunich 
(Yaeger 2000). Yaeger (2000:133-134) argues that the use of exotic materials was intended to 
create political ties between community members and political elites. 
Communities in archaeology are often defined in terms of the spatial unit of an 
archaeological site. However, imagined communities in which members of the community do 
not have direct interactions are fluid and share a sense of community identity through social 
practices. How are imagined communities represented in material culture? And how was 
material culture used to reinforce the imagined community identity? For the Itza at Tayasal, how 
is an imagined community, the Itza’s homeland Chich'en Itza, represented in material culture? 
Representation of imagined community should have reinforced the Itza’s community identity 
and help differentiate them from the Kowoj. Examining the ethnohistorical documents and 
material culture of the Itza provides a rare opportunity to see the community identity of an 
imagined community in material culture. 
2-2-3 Community, Identity, and Factionalism during the Colonial Period in Yucatán 
 Matthew Restall’s study (1997) revealed that the principle socio-political unit of Maya 
community during the Colonial period in Yucatán was called cah. Maya people lived and 
maintained their identity under the Spanish control. A cah is a semi-autonomous municipal 
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community and is considered a social unit that strongly determined social identity (Restall 1997). 
Another unit, the ch'ib'al was the localized patronym group or extended family lineage, 
subordinated to the cah (Restall 1997:17, 28). A ch'ib'al could be identified by common surname 
such as Kokom, Xiw, and Pech (Restall 1997, 2006). Restall describes that the ch'ib'al was 
exogamous; hence they seem to have needed the marriage-based alliances with other ch'ib'al 
lineage for reproduction (Restall 1997:14-19). The ch'ib'al patronymic lineage groups extended 
across the Yucatán Peninsula, indicating that the marriage based-alliances were widespread 
phenomena. The cah and ch'ib'al were common references for self-identification among the 
community. Maya social identities were partly associated with a particular territory (Restall 
1997). Tsubasa Okoshi (1991) and Sergio Quesada (2014) suggest that Maya social identities 
and rulers’ power were not based on territorial, but social networks. Hereditary, wealth, gender, 
and socio-political units determined Maya social identity and status within multiple levels 
including cah and ch'ib'al (Restall 1997). 
 As current understood, the Kokom and Xiw were ch'ib'alob (plural of ch'ib'al) and their 
historical conflicts (see Chapter 5) were partly a consequence of factionalism. Factionalism is 
commonly studied in political science and political anthropology to describe groups of people 
with antagonism within a society or political parties (Siegel and Beals 1960).  Elizabeth Brumfiel 
(1994:4) defines factions for anthropological archaeology as “structurally and functionally 
similar groups which, by virtue of their similarity, compete for resources and positions of power 
or prestige. In this definition, factions are understood to be groups engaged in political 
competition which are neither classes nor functionally differentiated interest groups.” Brumfiel 
(1992, 1994) attempts to explain phenomena of social transformation by factional completion 
and ecological approach.  
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Socio-political conflicts between the Kokom/Itza and Xiw during the Colonial period 
were factional competition. Chapter 4 explores this factional completion in the Petén lakes 
region as well as the chronicles of Chilam Balam. Prudence Rice (2018:71) suggests that 
factionalism between the Kokom and Xiw was stimulated by the practice of the joint government 
of Mayapán. Likewise, in the Petén lakes region, the factionalism between the Itza and Kowoj 
likely developed from the joint government of Nojpeten (see Chapter4). Factional competition 
over resources and power may have encouraged the elites of the Itza and Kowoj to maintain 
distinct material culture (see Chapter 6). 
2-2-4 Summary of Community Identity and Factionalism 
The previous sections established a theoretical framework for understanding community 
identity. A community identity which is constituted by certain social aspects can be sought in 
material culture through archaeology. Material culture provides evidence of social practices that 
demonstrate a pattern of community and community identity. The configuration of the static 
archaeological record can inform archaeologists about the dynamic nature of social organization 
in a community as well as social identity (Casella and Fowler 2005:1). People actively use 
material culture to shape social and power relations; for example, social status and identity are 
displayed in both architectural and burial styles. Elites can manipulate the meaning of certain 
material culture to control and manage the activities of a group in order to legitimate their 
positions in the community. The Itza elites at Tayasal appear to have exercised a social power 
that relied on architectural arrangements and religious performances in order to legitimate both 
their own position and the larger community identity. The Itza elites’ social power was derived 
from an established identity through their claimed ancestors and the incorporation of local 
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history. The construction of identity through material culture differentiated them from their 
neighbor’s group, the Kowoj.  
A variety of strategies and approaches can be employed to evaluate community identity 
in archaeology. In this study, one approach is the use of social memory and ancestor veneration 
theories as the basis of community identity. Likewise, I examine theories of migration and social 
identity. These two analytical strategies are discussed below for their use in evaluating the 
constructed community identity of the Itza at Tayasal. By combining these two approaches, this 
study provides a means through which the construction of social identity and its pattern of 
activities can be examined. While discerning the construction of the Itza identity in Petén lakes 
region, it is evident that the importance of their distinction from the Kowoj in the region was 
anticipated. 
2-3 Social Memory and Ancestor Veneration 
The examination of social memory in anthropology, archaeology, and related disciplines 
has grown remarkably since the beginning of this century (Borić 2002; Climo and Cattell 2002; 
Hendon 2010; Megged 2010; Megged and Woods 2012; Mills and Walker 2008; Stanton and 
Magnoni 2008; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003a). These studies consider how memories are 
constructed and transmitted around material objects in landscapes by both “remembering” and 
“forgetting.” The role of space and place in archaeological studies of social memory is especially 
integrated into their own perceptions of societies and their own common identities (Van Dyke 
and Alcock 2003b). Social memory is collective and sometimes contrasts with history, which is a 
compilation of past facts (Halbwachs 1980; see also Golden 2005; Nora 1989). The Durkheimian 
notion of “collective memory” considers that every society displays a sense of continuity with 
the past and that both individuals and groups see collective memory as one of the elementary 
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forms of social life (Halbwachs 1980; Nora 1989, 1996). Following the Durkheimian tradition, 
Maurice Halbwachs (1992) believed that social memory is constructed for remembrance. 
Members of groups alter and reappropriate social memories; in so doing, a sense of collective 
identity is reinforced through the past (Halbwachs 1992). 
Pierre Nora’s lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, contrasts memory from history and is 
based on Halbwach’s collective memory (Nora 1989). Nora argues that memory occurs at a 
particular historical moment, and the embodiment of memory is detached from the history. We 
see great changes that occur in a society and remember them as a collective memory. For 
example, as when industrialization diminished peasant culture as the repository of collective 
memory; this is a “collapse of memory” (Nora 1989:7). Collective memory is also a collective 
tradition, which is developed as the repeated exercise of memory. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger’s “invention of tradition” expands Nora’s construction of collective memory (Hobsbawm 
and Ranger 1983). The invention of tradition is “a process of formalization and ritualization, 
characterized by reference to the past, if only by imposing repetition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 
1983:4). When social changes occur and destroy “old” traditions, “new” traditions are invented, 
adapting old ones, in order to establish a new authority. Repeated rituals and beliefs become a 
new tradition and construct a collective memory and solidarity. A constructed collective memory 
is a tool to maintain the society, namely, an object of power.  
 Social memory is transmitted within groups from generation to generation by their 
behaviors, languages, and material cultures (Crumley 2002). In practice, members of groups 
conduct commemorative ceremonies to demonstrate social memories (Connerton 1989). 
Ancestor veneration is one commemorative practice of social memory. The social practice of 
ancestor veneration, for example in mortuary practice and pilgrimage is often used to legitimate 
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authority in directly connecting present group members to honorable, superb ancestors from the 
past (Van Dyke and Alcock 2003b). The construction of social memory by elites in 
commemorating ancestors invokes a sense of community identity. This is a “top-down” 
manipulation by elites legitimates authority and their possession of property and resources 
against the claims of others (Helms 1998). It is clear that social memory in practice is an ongoing 
process which connects the past and the present (Van Dyke and Alcock 2003b).  
Re-activating abandoned monuments and buildings mediates, legitimates, and reinforces 
the link between the past and the present, re-creating their meaning in the present and for the 
future. In other words, the practice of commemorating the past and ancestors connects current 
members to a place and space in a locale that incorporates the past into the present. Constructing 
social memory in both space and place inscribes a new meaning into the landscape. As with 
commemorating the past and ancestors, past monuments are perceived as a form of communal 
memory with a newly inscribed social identity.  
The practice of reuse is by definition similar to the subject of spolia, which has been 
explored by the disciplines of art and architecture (Brilliant and Kinney 2011). The Latin word 
“spolia” (derived from “spolium”) is translated as “the removed hide of an animal” (Brenk 
1987:103) and was used as a term for “reused antiquities” in Rome during the Middle Ages 
(Kinney 2006:233-234). The decorative sculptures and/or architectural materials of earlier 
constructions were removed and reused in new constructions, for example, second-century 
reliefs of pagan emperors were reused on the Arch of Constantine which was built in 312 CE 
(Brenk 1987). Recently spolia has been used more loosely to refer to “any artifact incorporated 
into a setting culturally or chronologically different from that of its creation” (Kinney 2006:233).  
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Various disciplines have engaged in the study of spolia, even beyond the scope of 
medieval reuse. Nevertheless, the subject of spolia has been barely addressed outside of 
medieval archaeology. Arnold Esch (2011) explains the different perspectives of archaeologists 
and art historians/historians concerning the reuse of antiquities: art historians and historians 
consider the appropriation of objects into a new context from the spolia, while archaeologists 
attempt to restore their original context. However, archaeologists are also concerned with 
interpreting the ideological motives for the use of spolia (Brenk 1987). Although it is rare, the 
studies of spolia sometimes incorporate postmodern themes such as fragmentation, memory, 
authenticity, and appropriation (Kinney 2011:1). The motives for using spolia are diverse, 
including ideological, political, and economic reasons. Dale Kinney (1997) discusses various 
understandings of spolia or reuse from late antiquity until the Renaissance. Beat Brenk 
(1987:105-106) argues that the use of spolia in the Arch of Constantine was not “an apt 
expression of ‘sovereign legitimacy’,” but Constantine’s new aesthetic attempt to construct 
imperial buildings. At the same time, the spolia helped to protect valuable constructions from 
demolition (Brenk 1987:106). 
The reuse of building materials is universal: the Late Postclassic occupation in Group 23 
at Tayasal appears to have created a new architectural plan of ceremonial and domestic groups, 
reusing earlier structures. The Late Postclassic ceremonial core, Group 23 rests upon the 
platforms and structures which were constructed during the Preclassic period with modifications 
in the Late Classic period (Chapter 7-2). The reuse and modification of past buildings can invoke 
consideration of the meanings, functions, and perspectives of later settlers. A community of later 
settlers had a number of motives behind the reuse and modification of older buildings: political, 
socio-economic, and religious. The Postclassic period in the Maya lowlands experienced a 
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decline in Classic period culture. Site abandonment after the Classic period became a common 
phenomenon in the Maya lowlands. At some sites which survived the transition from the Classic 
to the Postclassic period (or were re-inhabited after abandonment), the reuse of constructions 
from earlier sites was one way of adapting to existing architectures (Pugh 2001). Below I present 
the practices of reuse and modification of earlier constructions in the Maya lowlands, indicating 
that these practices were very common especially during the Postclassic period. 
2-3-1 Reuse and Modification in the Maya 
Evidence for the reuse and modification of earlier constructions has, at various times, 
been documented at numerous archaeological sites in the Maya lowlands (Hendon 2010; 
McAnany 1995; Stanton and Magnoni 2008; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003a) (Figure 2-1). 
Massive constructions of ruined Preclassic architecture were commonly modified and reoccupied 
during the Late Classic period (Brown 2009; McAnany 1995). While connections to past 
inhabitants are unclear, later inhabitants often constructed ceremonial buildings in locations that 
were ceremonially significant in earlier times. The Maya landscape was inscribed with the 
creation and re-creation of certain places with social memory (Van Dyke and Alcock 2003b). 
The re-occupation of older buildings by later descendants may have commemorated and 
venerated the ceremonial spaces of their ancestors. Patricia McAnany (1995) argues that the 
ancient Maya were concerned with the veneration of their ancestors, which is evident from clues 
in their architecture and rituals. Maintaining the architecture and rituals for the veneration of 
their ancestors helped constitute a group identity in the social, political, and religious spheres 
(McAnany 1995). Manipulation of places and objects as ritual behavior demonstrates how the 
Maya perceived the landscape. Not only did rituals of dedication play a role in ancestor 
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Figure 2-1: Map of Yucatan Peninsula, showing the archaeological sites that have the reuse and modification of monuments. 
veneration but also rituals involving termination, abandonment, and violent desecration. The 
Maya landscape appear to be inscribed with social memory by commemorating ancestors. 
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Late Postclassic people also commonly reoccupied abandoned Classic period-sites in the 
Maya lowland (Andres and Pyburn 2004; Hammond and Bobo 1994; Harrison 1981; Lorenzen 
1995, 1999, 2003; Pendergast 1981; Walker 1990). They modified site arrangements by 
constructing small shrines and altars for ceremonial activities which included burning incense in 
censers, displaying projectile points, and depositing smashed censers. As a part of modifying the 
site arrangements, Late Postclassic inhabitants at ruined centers reused and recycled Classic 
period monumental sculptures such as stelae. Classic period stelae were re-erected by the Late 
Postclassic occupants in a manner that was not originally intended. For example, some of them 
were reworked and reset into different locations for pilgrimages and ancestor veneration (Brown 
2011; Hammond and Bobo 1994; Pendergast 1981). 
Similarities in the way ruined sites and monumental sculptures were reoccupied across 
the lowland during the Late Postclassic period indicate that certain common themes were both 
geographically widespread and shared among some groups. This is probably due to the frequent 
movements of the population during the Postclassic period, especially after the fall of Mayapán. 
During these migrations, populations were likely reorganized into kin-based groups of lineages 
(Jones 1998; Patch 1993; Restall 1997). It appears that the Late Postclassic Maya developed a 
unique settlement strategy which was strongly tied to ancestor veneration, focusing on the 
lineage relationship and their ancestral connection (Pugh 2001). Although ancestor veneration 
was nothing new to the Late Postclassic Maya, the decreased power of kings among their 
subjects allowed their subjects to focus more on linage connections associated with the social 
memory of place and landscape in order to control land and labor.  
 During the Classic period, religious activities appear to have been highly controlled by 
the elites. However, the smaller architecture and the similarity of religious ceremonies at both 
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public and domestic buildings suggest that elite control of religion and ceremonies diminished 
during the Postclassic period (Demarest et al. 2004). Widespread ceremonies including the use of 
incense burners in the domestic context further suggest that the Postclassic Maya carried out 
religious ceremonies in their residences, probably venerating their ancestors. It appears that Late 
Postclassic individuals began to focus on the practice of incense burning on their residences in 
modified Classic buildings (Brown 2009; Tozzer 1941). This suggests that “sacred” places of the 
Preclassic and Classic period were incorporated into the social memory of the Postclassic 
inhabitants. 
2-3-2 Resetting of Classic Carved Monument during the Postclassic Period 
 The resetting of stelae was first identified at Cobá, Quintana Roo, Mexico, by H. E. D. 
Pollock (1929:328-329). Stela 13 was encountered standing on a floor which was enclosed by a 
low wall. The stela, however, was set into the floor, reshaping the broken bottom part of the stela 
(Pollock 1929:328). Thus, Pollock (1929:328) suggested that the stela was reset into the present 
location by a later people probably as “a venerable object.” Subsequent work by William Folan, 
Ellen Kintz, and Loraine Fletcher (1983:81) stated that most stelae at Cobá were reset in new 
shrines during the Postclassic period as “an ancestor cult.”  
 Linton Satterthwaite (1958) analyzed the abnormal setting of stelae at Tikal and 
compared them to similar monuments at sites such as Uaxactun, Yaxhá, Caracol, Cobá, and 
Piedras Negras. He compiled a checklist of unusual situations involving stelae which may have 
been reset. His checklist identified both different reasons for these unusual situations as well as 
the different types of reuse (Satterthwaite 1958:67-70). Breakage, mutilations, the position of the 
carved side, moved distances, and reset dating were considered reasons for the abnormal setting 
of stelae in those sites. Some of the reset stela are fragments, placed naturally or intentionally. 
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Stela 23 of Tikal was found in a residential area apart from the Great Plaza (Martin and Grube 
2000:38). This 6th-century stela, which depicted the so-called “Lady of Tikal,” was defaced and 
broken (Martin and Grube 2000:38). Stela 23 is “abnormal” because it was found in a residential 
area. In addition, the upper portion of broken stela was reset in the residential area during the 9th 
century (Coe and Broman 1958:48; Satterthwaite 1958:75). 
 Satterthwaite’s classification of the abnormal setting of stelae includes reshaped stelae; a 
fragment of Stela 10 at Uaxactun and a top fragment of Stela 1 at Uolantun were reshaped into 
round altar form (Satterthwaite 1958:58). Uolantun is a small archaeological site near Tikal 
located at 5.5 km southwest of Tikal. Stela 1 was discovered in 1921 broken into two pieces 
(Morley 1938:262-266). The two fragments were both face down, and the rounded upper part of 
Stela 1 was placed as an altar (Coe 1990:106). This fragmented stela was likely moved from 
Tikal’s ceremonial center (Martin 2000). Simon Martin (2000:59) postulated that the relocation 
of stelae from Tikal to the periphery was due to the invasion of Teotihuacan into Tikal, though it 
remains unknown whether it was protected to keep it from being destroyed or removed from the 
ceremonial center in order to deactivate it.  
In general, stelae face the open plazas standing in front of a particular structure. 
However, Stela 17 at Uaxactun and Stela 17 at Cobá face towards associated structures, rather 
than facing the same direction as structures (Satterthwaite 1958:71). These stelae at Uaxactun 
and Cobá display their backs toward the plaza, though the backs of these stelae were plain. This 
is an “abnormal attitude toward carved surface” (Satterthwaite 1958:71). Another example of the 
unusual positioning of the stela is seen at Tikal where Stela 4 was found upside-down behind 
Altar 1 in front of Str. 5D-34 (Maler 1910:70-71; Miller 1999:93; Satterthwaite 1958:68, 73; 
Stuart 2000:472). Since Stela 4 displays a mixture of Maya and Teotihuacan-styles portraits in 
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depicting an intrusive ruler Yax Nuun Ayiin I (Stuart 2000:472), it has been suggested that the 
stela was inverted to “deactivate” the political power of the Teotihuacan-related ruler by a later 
people (Coe 1990:741-743; Just 2005:73; Martin and Grube 1999:39; Miller 1999:103). Such 
manipulations of carved monument implied an act of ritual closure is terminating the social and 
political power of the object and associated ruler (Just 2005; O’Neil 2009). 
At Tikal, stelae were commonly reset in front of mortuary pyramids and temples (Jones 
and Satterthwaite 1982; Satterthwaite 1958). In doing so, sculpted stones were physically and 
ritually incorporated as representations of ancestor veneration and/or lineage foundation (Just 
2005; O’Neil 2009). At the same time, removing stelae from their original location connotated 
ideas such as deactivation, termination, and transferal of the meaning and power embedded in the 
sculpted stones. The breakage, modification, and inversion of stelae also likely served as a 
“deactivation” of carved monuments, their associated rulers, and their mortuary structures.    
Although some breakage of stelae was unintentional, Satterthwaite (1958:76) concluded 
that the resetting of stelae occurred “due to a definitely post-Classic revival of the old pattern.” 
In fact, it appears that the resetting of carved monuments as well as the reuse of ruined buildings 
occurred more often in the Maya lowlands during the Postclassic period. After the decline of 
Maya centers in the southern lowlands during the 8th and 9th century, succeeding Postclassic 
communities developed upon (probably ruined) Classic period centers. Postclassic inhabitants 
likely “recycled” ruined materials incorporating a local, distant past into their landscape. 
The archaeological site of La Milpa in northern Belize has an example of the Late 
Postclassic resetting of Classic period stelae (Figure 2-2). The Great Plaza (Plaza A) includes 
four large structures and seventeen Early to Late Classic stelae (Hammond and Bobo 1994). 
Most of these stelae were placed parallel to structures along the eastern side of the plaza. Of 
39 
 
Figure 2-2: Map of La Milpa, Belize. Redrawn from Hammond and Bobo 1994: Figure 1. 
seventeen stelae, seven or eight appear to have been moved from their original locations and 
reset into new ones (Hammond and Bobo 1994). The Great Plaza was a focal point of ceremonial 
activities at least until 780 CE, which was inscribed on Stela 7 (Hammond and Bobo 1994). 
Extensive modifications of structures occurred during the Terminal Classic period (Clarke et al. 
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1998). Two ballcourts were constructed on the great Plaza during this time, and it appears some 
of earlier carved monuments were moved around the plaza (Hammond and Bobo 1994). The 
relocated stelae were placed in front of Structure 1; some were broken into pieces laid on the 
ground with their carved face down (Hammond and Bobo 1994;21-24). Besides, no stela pit to 
erect into the ground was encountered underneath the stelae (Hammond and Bobo 1994:21-24). 
Thus, it is evident that these stelae were brought to their present location.  
One of the standing stela, Stela 7, stands on the stela pit in the floor in front of a small 
and square building (Structure 5). Censer fragments were recovered at the base of Stela 7 
(Hammond and Bobo 1994). These censer fragments were effigy and non-effigy censers, 
diagnostic to the Late Postclassic period (Hammond and Bobo 1994). Effigy censer fragments 
were recovered from around Stela 12 in front of Structure 3 at the southeast corner of the Great 
Plaza (Hammond and Bobo 1994). Non-effigy censers were in an hourglass form with finger-
impressed fillet and a button—like an applique. Several fragments of early 19th-century bottle 
glass were also recovered near Stela 12, indicating that these stelae continued to be an important 
constituent of Maya rituals long after the abandonment of the site (Hammond and Bobo 1994).  
Since no domestic pottery of the Late Postclassic period was identified near the stelae or 
on the plaza, Hammond and Bobo (1994:30-31) believed that ceremonial activities around Stela 
7 and 12 during the Late Postclassic period were conducted by “pilgrims,” rather than residents 
at La Milpa. These pilgrimages were a response to the invasion of Spaniards in Yucatán and 
Belize in the 16th century, re-erecting abandoned carved monument in front of the massive 
buildings in order to recognize their former rulers (Hammond and Bobo 1994:31-32). This 
attitude was a “revitalization movement” which Anthony Wallace (1956) described as a form of 
culture change. Pilgrimages by refugees from the Spanish conquest to ruined ancestral sites 
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Figure 2-3: Structure 14 at El Naranjal, Quintana Roo, Mexico. Adapted from Lorenzen 1999: Figure 3, 2003: Figure 9 
resulted in the re-erection of the carved monuments and ancestor veneration with incense burners 
placed in front of the monuments. 
2-3-3 Ritual Reuse of Past Architecture in the Late Postclassic Sites in Northern Yucatán 
The fall of Mayapán in the northern Yucatán during the 15th century appears to have led 
to the dispersal of much of the population to both existing communities and abandoned sites. In 
the northern lowland, Late Postclassic people established communities along the eastern coast of 
Yucatán peninsula as well as inland areas. In the Yalahau region of the northern Quintana Roo, 
Mexico, archaeological investigation demonstrated that several sites in that region were 
reoccupied during the Late Postclassic period with modifications of ruined Late Preclassic/Early 
classic structures. At the site of El Naranjal, Late Postclassic inhabitants built shrines (Str. 14) on 
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the top of Early Classic platforms (Figure 2-3) (Lorenzen 1995:60-67, 1999:99-100; 2003). The 
shrines were smaller than the Early Classic platforms, accompanied by smaller stairways to the 
platform. In addition, one to three small altars were constructed near the shrine (Lorenzen 
1995:60-67, 1999:99-100, 2003). A combination of shrine, stairway, and altar was repeatedly 
created within the site center. The Late Postclassic modifications often borrowed cut stones from 
the Classic period constructions, although much of the building was constructed with irregular 
rubble stones of the Late Postclassic. 
The shrine-stairway-altar complex of El Naranjal is also seen at Mayapán (Lorenzen 
1995). Karl Lorenzen (1995) argues for a similarity in this complex and the altar-caching 
practice between Mayapán and El Naranjal. Altars are about 1 x 1m square platforms with 
pottery buried as offerings at Mayapán (Lorenzen 1995:64; Pollock 1962). However, in El 
Naranjal, altars contained a “plug” stone instead of a ceramic pot (Lorenzen 1995:64). When 
multiple altars are present alongside a shrine, at least one of them is two- or three-tiered with 
stairs (Lorenzen 1995, 1999). These forms of shrines are commonly seen in other Late 
Postclassic sites such as Tulum (Lothrop 1924) and Cobá (Folan et al. 1983). Additionally, these 
constructions used cut stones regularly recycled from early structures (Lorenzen 1997). 
Reuse of earlier construction during the Late Postclassic period in northern Yucatán has 
been reported more often from northern and coastal sites such as Dzibilchaltun (Andrews 1975), 
Ek Balam (Bey III et al. 1997), Tancah (Lothrop 1924), Tulum (Lothrop 1924), and Xelha 
(Lothrop 1924) (see Masson 2000:249-253). In southern Yucatán, Peter Harrison (1979, 1981) 
excavated Late Postclassic sites in inland Quintana Roo, Mexico, which revealed clear evidence 
of reuse in the Postclassic Period. Inland southern Yucatán during the Late Postclassic differed 
from contemporaneous sites on the Caribbean coast both architecturally and ceramically.  
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Figure 2-4: Structure 1 at Dzibilchaltun, Yucatán, Mexico. Photo by the 
author. 
However, a similar practice of the reuse and modification of Classic architecture and the 
discovery of censer fragments near construction has been identified. The Late Classic buildings 
were leveled by the Postclassic inhabitants, modifying them into flat-topped platforms with 
stairways (Harrison 1981:267). Effigy and non-effigy censers were widely distributed across the 
sites such as on the top of flat-topped platforms and the slopes of abandoned mounds, indicating 
that incense burning was conducted in a wide range of area during the Late Postclassic (Harrison 
1981:265-267). In contrast to the censer sherds, the red-slipped wares of Tulum Red, which were 
common in the coastal zone during the Late Postclassic period, are scarce in southern inland 
Yucatán. Harrison (1981:267-8) suggests that the Late Postclassic inhabitants of southern inland 
Yucatán had a different cultural assemblage from those in the coast, even though they shared the 
same practice of ancestor veneration.  
The Late Postclassic reuse of a ceremonial room which was constructed during the 7th 
century is seen at Dzibilchaltun, Yucatán (Figure 2-1). The most famous structure, “Temple of 
the Seven Dolls” (Structure 1) was named after the discovery of seven crude effigy figurines in a 
ceremonial room under the ruined structure (Figure 2-4) (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980). 
These seven clay dolls were placed in a hole located in front of the Late Postclassic altar in the 
chamber originally construction 
during the Late Classic period 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V 
1980:112-117).  
The Late Postclassic 
occupants at Dzibilchaltun 
modified the ruined Structure 1 by 
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constructing a stairway to the west (Andrews IV and Andrews V 1980:109-112). While the 
exterior of Structure 1 appeared to have already been ruined, the western stairway connected to 
an earlier construction of the interior chamber which was intact underneath the Structure 1 
(Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:112). The doorway leading inside the interior chamber was 
cleared for ceremonial activities during the Postclassic period and was formed by tunneling into 
the earlier construction (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:112). The eastern doorway was sealed 
with mortar constructing the wall and altar facing to the chamber (Andrews IV and Andrews 
V1980:113). The chamber became an enclosed ceremonial chamber, after adding a hole and two 
steps on the top of the earlier level of the floor. 
The altar at the sealed eastern doorway was about 1m-high from the new floor level and 
formed a shallow bench (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:113). On the vertical surface of the 
altar, circular framed glyphs with Maya blue were painted on the plaster (medallion) (Andrews 
IV and Andrews V1980:113). The framed glyphs (Medallion No. 1 through No. 5) appeared to 
have repeatedly been painted over at least five times and covered by plaster, accompanied by a 
new layer of the plastered floor each time (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980). Medallion 3 and 4 
were better preserved and interpreted by J. Eric S. Thompson (Andrews IV and Andrews 
V1980:116-117). The medallions included calendar glyphs and were painted with a frame of the 
tau-cross, or Ik' sign (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:115). Thompson read these dates as 
falling in 1392, 1421, and 1431 CE, the Late Postclassic period (J. Eric S. Thompson, 
contributed in Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:116-117). In addition to the embedded seven 
figurines which were located in a 60 cm deep hole into the earlier floor, fragments of Mayapán-
style effigy censers were recovered on the floor (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:113-116). 
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These Late Postclassic artifacts indicate that ceremonial activities were conducted inside the 
chamber. 
After the cessation of the chamber as a sanctuary, the chamber appears to have become a 
dwelling (Andrews IV and Andrews V1980:115-6). Since no Colonial artifacts were recovered 
inside the chamber but instead from the exterior of Structure 1, Andrews IV and Andrews V 
(1980:115-116) believe that the chamber was abandoned before the arrival of Spanish. 
Nevertheless, the intensive reuse and continuous modifications of the earlier construction during 
the Late Postclassic period suggests that the ceremonial chamber of Structure 1 was a focus of 
ceremonial activities for the Late Postclassic occupants at Dzibilchaltun. Although it remains 
unknown if the exterior of Structure 1 was left unmodified due to the lack of labor, it is clear that 
later occupants reoccupied the ancient sacred place incorporating it into their ceremonial 
activities. 
2-3-4 Ritual Reuse of Earlier Construction in the Late Postclassic Sites in Belize 
 Similar patterns in the reuse and modification of Classic period constructions are also 
evident in Late Postclassic sites in Belize. Lamanai in northern Belize was occupied throughout 
the 17th century as a Catholic mission (Figure 2-1) (Lopez de Cogolludo 1971; Pendergast 1981). 
Lamanai appears to have served as a large ceremonial center since the Preclassic period. Located 
along the western margin of New River Lagoon, Lamanai served as an important ceremonial 
center as well as a node for long-distance trade via canoe (Figure 2-5). At Lamanai, several 
ceremonial groups were constructed during the Preclassic period along the western side of the 
lagoon. Late Postclassic inhabitants at Lamanai reused earlier ceremonial structures in the 
northern ceremonial group (Pendergast 1981). One of the tallest buildings at Lamanai, Str. N9-56 
(17 m tall) rests on a platform as the main temple of a triadic group (Pendergast 1981). Although 
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Figure 2-5: Site map of Lamanai, Belize, showing the locations of the reuse of old constructions and monuments. Redrawn from 
Pendergast 1981:Fig.3. 
Str. N9-56 was not modified during the Postclassic period; Late Postclassic inhabitants appeared 
to have used the ruined mound of Str. N9-56 as a focal point for ceremonial activities. Numerous 
Mayapán-style effigy censers were smashed and scattered on the ruined mound (Pendergast 
1981:51).  
Archaeological excavations on the platform revealed that a small and low platform (Str. 
N9-59) was constructed in front of Str. N9-56 during the Postclassic period (Pendergast 
1981:51). On the low platform, the Postclassic occupants appeared to have reset a Classic stela 
so that it faced Str. N9-56 (Pendergast 1981:51). In addition, a large number of smashed 
Postclassic vessels were recovered from the top of the platform (Pendergast 1981:51). Although 
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no residential group has been identified around the ceremonial groups at Lamanai, Pendergast 
(1981:51-52) suggests that the Late Postclassic Maya continued to use the ruined ceremonial 
groups for ceremonial activities “because of some aura that surrounded them, rather than for 
their visible identity as temples” (Pendergast 1981:52). 
Lamanai includes another example of the reuse of Early Classic structures and the 
resetting of stelae. Str. N10-9 of the southern ceremonial group was originally constructed during 
the Early Classic period and was later modified during the Late Classic and Early Postclassic 
period (Pendergast 1981). The lower half of a Classic period stela was reset on the central 
stairways of Str. N10-9 (Pendergast 1981:51). Likewise, an altar was also moved in front of Str. 
N10-7 which is located to the north of Str. N10-9 (Pendergast 1981:51). Str. N10-7 contained a 
Middle Postclassic intruded burial in the Late Classic structures (Pendergast 1981:43). To the 
southeast of Str. N10-7 and to the east of Str. N10-9, Str. N10-2 appears to have been added 
during the 12th century (Pendergast 1981). This structure contained fifty burials dated to the 
Postclassic period (Pendergast 1981:44). One burial was deposited in a practice with smashed 
and scattered vessels over the interment (Pendergast 1981:44). 
David Pendergast (1981:44, 51-52) mentions that the Late Postclassic ceremonial groups 
at Lamanai lack residential structures in surrounding areas. One small residential structure was 
encountered on top of a modified Preclassic structure (Pendergast 1981:51). The structure 
contained an offering vessel dated to the 15th century. Two mission churches were constructed 
north of the northern ceremonial group at Lamanai (Pendergast 1981). Excavations revealed that 
cemeteries were built on the Postclassic mound south of the church because of insufficient soil 
depths under the church (Pendergast 1981:52).  
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Figure 2-6: The main platform of Chau Hiix, Belize, redrawn from Andres and Pyburn 2004: Fig. 18.2 
Continuous occupation since the Preclassic to the Historic period at Lamanai indicates 
that inhabitants repeatedly used earlier constructions for various reasons: massive Str. N10-9 was 
maintained as a monumental structure with a reset fragmented carved stela; Str. N9-56 was likely 
venerated as an ancient construction because of its ruined appearance, and residential structures 
were reoccupied as cemeteries due to a lack of space under the church. The Late Postclassic and 
Colonial period inhabitants at Lamanai adapted the ancient past into their new circumstances. 
To the east of Lamanai, Chau Hiix lies on the Western Lagoon (Figure 2-1). The site 
setting of Chau Hiix was preferred by the Postclassic inhabitants because of its defensible 
riparian setting (Andres and Pyburn 2004). The main platform at Chau Hiix demonstrates the 
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Postclassic use of Classic period ceremonial and residential constructions (Andres and Pyburn 
2004). Structure 1 is the biggest structure on the main platform and is located on the northeastern 
edge (Figure 2-6). This structure was originally constructed in the Late Preclassic period and 
contained three burials from the Preclassic and Late/Terminal Classic period (Andres and Pyburn 
2004:407). Eight poorly preserved steps were added to the frontal stairway of Structure 1 to the 
west during the Postclassic period (Andres and Pyburn 2004:407-8). In addition, it is evident that 
an additional construction was present on the top of Structure 1 in association with Mayapán-
style effigy censer fragments (Andres and Pyburn 2004:408).  
Two caches were dedicated to the modified structure during the Postclassic period, 
deposited in the rubble of western side of the structure (Andres and Pyburn 2004:412-413). 
Christopher Andres and Anne Pyburn (2004:413) discuss similar Postclassic deposits in 
abandoned constructions in Belize, stating that “caching was characteristic of Postclassic 
ceremonialism in northern Belize.” These caches included Lamanai-style red-slipped vessel with 
a pedestal base and broken vessels (Andres and Pyburn 2004:412-413). Deposits in the 
abandoned structures such as Str. N9-56 at Lamanai and Structure 1 at Chau Hiix, they believe, 
were a form of revitalization through which the Postclassic people commemorated their 
ancestors (Andres and Pyburn 2004:413).  
Two small platforms (Structures 8 and 9) were constructed on the main platform in front 
of Structure 1 and probably dated to the Late Postclassic period (Andres and Pyburn 2004:410). 
They appear to be altars associated with Structure 1 (Andres and Pyburn 2004:410). The 
structures were built with cut stones recycled from Structure 1’s façade (Andres and Pyburn 
2004:410). A large number of effigy censer fragments were scattered around these alters, 
especially with more found around Structure 9 along with other materials (Andres and Pyburn 
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Figure 2-7: Plan map of Structure 1 at Chan, Belize, showing the location of 
Altar 1 and Stela 1 fragments. Redrawn from Blackmore 2003: Figure 6. 
2004:410). This is because Structure 9 contained a Terminal Classic burial, which likely 
predated the construction of these altars (Andres and Pyburn 2004:410). 
Despite the proximity to the Spanish mission at Lamanai, Chau Hiix contained almost no 
Spanish artifacts (Andres and Pyburn 2004). This situation resembles Tayasal, where European 
materials are very scarce compared to Zacpeten. Andres and Pyburn (2004:422) argue that Late 
Postclassic to Historic period Chau Hiix was occupied by a mix of original residents and 
refugees fleeing from the Spanish control from Yucatán. In any case, ceremonial activities using 
effigy censers were conducted at the ruined structures of Chau Hiix during the Late Postclassic 
period to Historic period.  
In western Belize, the agricultural community of Chan was inhabited from the Middle 
Preclassic to the Postclassic period (Robin 2012a) (Figure 2-1). Excavations at this farming 
community found a small, low square structure (Structure 1) constructed during the Early 
Postclassic period (Blackmore 2003; Robin 2012b:129). Structure 1 was constructed in the 
Central Plaza directly upon a Middle Preclassic cache and oriented towards the northeast, an 
inter-cardinal rather than cardinal 
direction (Figure 2-7). Structure 1 
was 2.6 x 2.0 m in size and 20 cm 
in height; it appears to be a small 
shrine since it contained only two 
mosaic altars and a single stela 
(Stela 1) (Blackmore 2003:41-43; 
Robin 2012b:129). Stela 1 was 
fragmented and scattered across the 
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plaza, but later refit to a 2 m-tall (Robin 2012b:130). Cynthia Robin (2012b:130-131) believes 
that the fragmentation of Stela 1 was an intentional “rejection of the ideology of kings that it 
represented.” Although it is unknown when Stela 1 was destroyed, it can be assumed that one 
fragment of Stela 1, which was found inside Structure one and was associated with the mosaic 
altars, was reset into the current location after it was broken and scattered across the plaza.  
The resetting of a fragment of a carved monument appears to have been a common 
characteristic during the Late Postclassic period; the construction of structures oriented towards 
inter-cardinal directions was also seen at Tayasal (see Chapter 9B). At the Early Postclassic 
Chan community, a small shrine was constructed in the center of the Middle Preclassic to Late 
Classic construction of the Central Plaza and oriented towards the inter-cardinal direction. The 
construction of the new ceremonial shrine within the ancient landscape suggests that this 
Postclassic construction inscribed a new social memory in the ancient landscape. 
2-3-5 The Semiotic Approach to Social Memory and Ancestor Veneration 
The practice of reusing of earlier constructions can be approached using the theories of 
semiotics drawn from semiotic anthropology (see Baron 2016; Coben 2006; Parmentier 1994; 
Preucel 2010; Preucel and Bauer 2001). Semiotics is the study of sign systems and processes, 
and of human communication via signs (Preucel 2010:5-6). Founded on linguistics, semiotic 
analysis has been used in diverse disciplines including anthropology, archaeology, and 
architecture. The semiotic analysis was introduced to archaeology as a critique of processual 
archaeology in order to explain the relationship between meaning and symbolism (Preucel 
2010:9). From Ferdinand de Saussure’s original linguistic concern, the semiotic analysis was 
extended beyond linguistics to analyze cultural behavior as mediators (Preucel and Bauer 2001). 
From this, Robert Preucel and Alexander Bauer (2001) argued that Saussure’s linguistic model is 
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unable to account for the multiple meanings of material culture in archaeology. Instead, they 
preferred the work of the philosopher, Charles Sanders Peirce, as his semiotic theory was not 
limited to arbitrary sign language; rather, it revealed the reasoning and relationships between 
material culture and meaning (Preucel and Bauer 2010).  
Peirce’s signs are ideas, images, words, and objects that are internally communicated, 
processed, and represented (Preucel 2010). Whereas Saussure saw the sign as a dyadic: signifier 
and signified, Peirce’s semiotics is triadic, composed of three elements of the sign relationship 
developed in the course of the semiotic process: sign, object, and interpretant (Peirce 1998). The 
inclusion of the interpretant is the biggest difference from Saussure. The object is the subject 
matter of a sign, which in turn represents the object. Then, the interpretant comes in to interpret 
the sign and object, as an interpretive process between sign and object (Peirce 1998). For 
example, someone brings a few cups printed with Starbucks stamps (a sign) filled with coffee (an 
object) into the office. Since I know that Starbucks is a coffee shop, I interpret the cup as a sign 
of coffee and say “coffee time!”(an interpretant). Others in the office hear “coffee time!” (now a 
sign) and interpret this sign as the moment for a break and leave their desks to grab a cup of 
coffee (an object). Here we see the greater flexibility of Peirce, since his method always for the 
chaining of multiple signs and interpretants to give fuller descriptions of activity. 
Table 2-1: Peirce's Three Sign Relations, adapted from Preucel 2010: Table 3.2. 
 Sign-Sign Sign-Object Sign-Interpretant 
Firstness Qualisign Icon Rhema 
Secondness Sinsign Index Dicent 
Thirdness Legisign Symbol Argument 
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The three elements of his theory of signs (sign, object, and interpretant) are each related 
to each other: sign-sign, sign-object, and sign-interpretant (Table 2-1). The sign-sign relation is 
further divided into three types according to the sign’s phenomenological category: qualisign, 
sinsign, and legisign (Peirce 1998). According to Preucel (2010:56) who discusses Peirce’s 
semiotics, a qualisign is “defined as the sensory quality of a sign,” a sinsign is “the specific 
reality or existence of a sign,” and a legisign is “a law that is a sign.” For example, the smell of 
coffee is a qualisign for the object “coffee,” and this specific coffee in front of me is a sinsign for 
the object of coffee. The legisign is a sign that is defined by the conventional agreement. They 
work as replicas or tokens of their object (Preucel 2010:56). For example, the word “coffee” 
refers to the object of coffee by the agreement of English language speakers.  
The sign-object relation is divided into three: Icons, Indexes, and Symbols. Preucel 
(2010:56) explains that icons are “signs that refer to an object by virtue of its characteristics,” an 
index is “a sign that denotes its object by being affected or modified by that object,” and a 
symbol is “a sign that obtains its character by virtue of some law, usually an association of 
general ideas.” Icons are “mimetic,” such as a diagram or a painting (Preucel 2010:56). For 
example, an emoji of a coffee cup  is an icon of the object “coffee cup” because they share a 
similar form, and the steam coming up from a coffee cup is an index of coffee because it shows 
the effect of the object (coffee). The meaning of the symbol is generated by agreement, for 
example, a Starbucks logo on a cup has no meaning without the agreed association of the object 
“Starbucks coffee shop” with the logo. 
The sign-interpretant relation is divided into three classes: Rhemas, Dicents, and 
Arguments. According to Preucel’s (2010:56-57) explanation, a Rhema “is a sign of existence 
that is neither true nor false,” a Dicent is “a sign that is either true or false and is capable of being 
54 
 
translated into a proposition,” and an argument is “a sign which represents the object as a law in 
a full triadic relation.” A Rhema is a sign of quality representing the object: “coffee” is a term, 
but “is a good coffee” is a Rhema. Without providing a grammatical subject, it is still a Rhema 
which itself contains a verb (Peirce 1998:220). A Dicent, or dicisign, is a sign of actual 
existence; and thus it cannot be an icon. Good coffee is only understood in actual existence. An 
Argument is a sign of law, which is understood by the interpretant who can represent the 
character of an object as a symbolic sign. The interpretant knows the proposition that a Starbucks 
stamp on a cup represents “good coffee.” 
When these three classes of trichotomies combine in Peirce’s hierarchical order, 10 sign 
types are produced. Of these, the Lesisign-Symbol-Rheme sign-type is used in my research to 
explain the reuse of earlier constructions. As Peirce (1931-1935:2.261) describes: 
A Rhematic Symbol or Symbolic Rheme [e.g., a common noun] is a sign connected with 
its Object by an association of general ideas in such a way that its Replica calls up an 
image in the mind, which image, owing to certain habits or dispositions of that mind, 
tends to produce a general concept, and the Replica is interpreted as a Sign of an Object 
that is an instance of that concept. 
Peirce gives an example of the word “the” as a legisign, which is a replica of a single 
instance of a sinsign. A replica or replicated object can be interpreted as a replica when the 
replicated object recalls by a habitual concept, a mental image. Each “the” is a replica of the 
same concept, but understanding each use requires understanding the specific context: “the boy” 
verses “the coffee.” This Peirce’s concept of replication was utilized by Lawrence Coben (2006, 
2012) as a framework to analyze the replication of an idealized city and cosmological center 
across the Inka Empire. According to Coben (2006:227), Peirce’s replication is “not a static 
concept, and just as the meaning of a supposedly concrete phrase may change depending on 
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context, so may the meaning of a supposedly concrete building, setting, sacred precinct, city, or 
landscape, or combination of any or all of them.” The idealized city of the Inka served as the 
replica of the legisign, and the meaning of the replica changed over time through ideological 
manipulation (Coben 2006:228). 
Peircean semiotics concerns how humans create meaning through logic and grammar as 
they live their daily lives (Preucel 2010:248). Semiotic anthropology has been developed from 
Peirce’s work and examines “how meaning varies in social practice” (Preucel and Bauer 
2001:92). This framework helps to explain social phenomena through signs and meaning 
mediated by human beings. Richard Parmentier (1985, 1987, 1994, 2016) developed the use of 
Peircean semiotic analysis into anthropology, especially applying semiotics to material culture. 
His semiotic analysis in anthropology explored temporality—the categories of historical time—
in which the signs of material culture are expressed among society. Parmentier (1987) posits that 
any society exhibits history through signs using a wide range of media and categorized those 
sings into “signs of history” and “signs in history.” The former refers to the objects which 
represents diachronic history and events through iconic, indexical, and symbolic properties. The 
importance of the sign lies with the ideological meaning, rather than the material quality of the 
objects (Parmentier 1987:11). Signs in history signify those signs of history as objects that 
represent the “reified property of historicity” (Parmentier 1987:12). These objects serve as a 
representation of history, for example, the books of Chilam Balam are a physical material object 
which signifies a specific historical moment. In early societies, “signs of history” are often also 
“signs in history” (Parmentier 1987:12). These signs play a role in social action, historicizing the 
representation of social events. Parmentier (1987:15) argues that history can maintain both the 
invariance of social position which is legitimated through timeless cosmology and the value of 
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temporal precedence which traces back the ancestral lines. Thus, the reuse of earlier 
constructions functioned as both signs of history and signs in history, representing both the 
material history of a site as well as that of the society itself.  
Peirce believed that the only way to understand the meaning of signs was to experience 
them; he referred to this doctrine as “pragmatism” (8.191). Peirce’s pragmatism explained the 
logic of the semiotic process of mediating signs (Preucel 2010:50). Preucel (2010:50) explains 
that in Peirce’s pragmatism “(m)eaning can only properly be understood with reference to those 
logical concepts that establish a belief which in turn becomes a habit of thought.” Through 
habituation, the meaning of a sign becomes recognized and understood widely by members of a 
community. This is a semiotic process that is in turn mediated by signs. Through the semiotic 
analysis of material culture, we could demonstrate the meaning-making practices in the past 
(Preucel 2010). As mentioned earlier, recent studies on the application of semiotics to 
archaeology largely take Peirce’s model which is compatible with the analysis of material culture 
(Baron 2016; Bauer 2013; Coben 2012; Crossland 2014; Preucel 2010). Anthropological and 
archaeological issues of material culture consider materiality, which focuses on not material per 
se, but on the socially constructed agency or meaning of material objects (Preucel 2010:5). 
Preucel (2000, 2010) and others (Ferguson and Preucel 2005) studied the Pueblo people 
in particular the Pueblo Revolt (1680 CE) in New Mexico and suggested that the Pueblo 
community used constructions and ceramics to create a new form of social identity by mediating 
between “the ancestral space and the living space” (Ferguson and Preucel 2005:200). Using 
semiotic analysis, they argued that the material architectural forms and spatial organization of the 
Kotyiti Pueblo villages were related to their (more abstract) cosmology, which centered on the 
“White House,” the primordial village of mythological time (Ferguson and Preucel 2005; Preucel 
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2000, 2010).  The plaza was interpreted as a “rhematic-indexical-sinsign” and “indexical-
legisign,” associated with the ancestors and cosmology (Preucel 2010). Therefore, the model of 
the White House functioned as a “rhematic-iconic-legisign” and “indexical-sinsign” because of 
the association of their architectural design and mythological origin stories which connected the 
Pueblo to pre-Spanish ancestors, and which served to legitimate their social identity (Preucel 
2010:229). At the same time, these architectural forms were “signs of history,” which were 
created by Kotyiti leaders to legitimize their authority (Preucel 2010:246). This social practice 
was an instance of a revitalization movement against Spanish authority, and this mediation was 
accomplished through the material expression of their cosmology.   
More recently, Joanne Baron (2016) utilized a semiotic approach to patron deity 
veneration in the Classic Maya. Each kingdom had its local patron deity which was believed to 
protect the people of the kingdom. These deities played a major political role in both the conduct 
of warfare and in the alliances with and of powerful polities. Patron deities were carved and 
depicted in the inscriptions of monuments (Baron 2016). Baron argues that patron deities 
functioned as signs, which indexically signify their ancestors. She examines the archaeological 
evidence of patron deity veneration using semiotic analysis and suggests that rulers used patron 
deity/ancestor veneration as a strategy to supersede other polities. Different polities used their 
patron deity as their ideological token. Therefore, these deities served as indices of various social 
and political relationships (Baron 2016).  
Peirce’s semiotic approach is particularly beneficial for understanding the reuse and 
modification of earlier constructions in the Late Postclassic Maya because it provides a 
pragmatic explanation of how the meaning of monuments and structures are constructed. As 
Ferguson and Preucel (2005:200) discuss, “it is important to keep in mind that meaning is not a 
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thing in and of itself, but an ever-shifting relation between an object (which exists in the world), 
a sign (a thing that represents the object), and an interpretant (an idea produced in the mind by 
the sign). The production of meaning is thus intimately associated with human cognition, 
conceived as the study of the logic of signs.” This crucial point is based on Peirce’s fundamental 
theory that “(A) sign does not function as a sign unless it be understand as a sign” (MS 599:32, 
cited in Robin 1967). In other words, a sign or object representing “something” serves only for 
those who could interpret it as something which is related to “the something.” Thus, the 
interpretant is the basis for the relationship between the sign and object.  
2-3-6 Summary of Social Memory and Ancestor Veneration 
We see various examples of the reuse and modifications of earlier constructions during 
the (Early and) Late Postclassic period. It appears that ruined or abandoned structures became 
part of the Late Postclassic occupants’ natural environment, representing a history of landscapes 
(Knapp and Ashmore 1999). It is difficult to understand how they perceived local ruined 
structures and their distant past through archaeological evidence (Stanton and Magnoni 2008). 
Through the semiotic approach, however, we recognize the intentional connections between the 
social memory and ancestor veneration in these constructed landscapes. Julian Thomas 
(2001:175) states that “[T]he landscape provides a continuous reminder of the relationship 
between the living and past generations and consequently of lines of descent and inheritance. 
The continued use of space through time draws attention to the historically constituted 
connections, which exist between members of a community.” Construction of history upon the 
ancient landscape negotiates the construction of collective memory among different groups of 
people: specifically, the construction of community identity.  
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2-4 Migration and Social Identity 
The second theoretical approach for evaluating the construction of community identity is 
framed around migration social identity. Ethnohistoric documents from and after the Conquest 
such as books of Chilam Balam often described the events and processes of migration or 
population movements (Edmonson 1982, 1984, 1986; Roys 1967). Within those written 
chronicles, we find stories concerning the ethnic origin which were crucial to constructing 
group authority and identity.  In fact, the use of origin myths or creation myths in Pre-
Columbian societies in Mesoamerica was a widespread phenomenon for unquestionable 
legitimacy of ethnic authority. However, demonstrating migration through archaeology is 
difficult and archaeologists have paid little attention to the studies of migration (Anthony 1990, 
1992; Cowgill 2013; Hegmon 2003; Kopytoff 1987). As an explanatory model for sociocultural 
change, migration has come to archaeological inquiry once again (Burmeister 2000; Cowgill 
2013; Freiwald 2012; Lucassen et al. 2010; Price et al. 2008; Rice and Rice 2009). 
David Anthony (1990) argues that the structure of prehistoric migrations is neither one-
way nor a one-time process. Rather, migrations occur bi-directionally and consist of many 
migration streams. These migration streams transfer not only populations between locations but 
also information and cultural traits. This should result in artifact distributions in archaeological 
studies of migration. Recent advances in strontium isotope analysis have explored and identified 
the biological history of individuals in various grave sites (Freiwald 2012; Price et al. 2002, 
Price et al. 2008). Studies of human demography now recognize the significance of human 
mobility and population movements reflected in the strontium isotopes of bones and teeth 
enamel. These data support several other lines of evidence in the study of migration including 
architecture, ceramics, linguistics, and written documents.  
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In considering the construction of social identity for this project, I employ migration 
studies in anthropology, instead of archaeology. This is mainly because studies of migration in 
anthropology provide me with theories that can account for ethnicity and ethnic identity 
(Vertovec 2010). Links between movement/migration and identity is essential in studies of 
cultures across the globe. A movement from one place to another may influence the notion of 
identity. The relationship between migration and identity is explored below, suggesting that 
ethnic identity is socially constructed in multi-ethnic societies in which constant migration 
occurred. Considering a construction of social identity in a new locale, an emerging new social 
identity or ethnogenesis is discussed by examining the contexts behind the construction of social 
identity as a result of transnational migrations. At last, the widespread phenomenon of 
Mesoamerican migration myths in ethnohistoric documents is explored in connect to the 
construction of social identity. Migration myths proactively manipulated social identity to 
legitimate ethnic authority. 
2-4-1 Migration, Diaspora, Transnationalism 
Human migration is the movement of humans from one location to another. Motivations 
for migration include political conflicts, natural disasters, economic disparities, etc. Migration 
studies were marginalized for a long time within anthropology due to the lack of interest in the 
processes of culture change, which is one of the major concerns of migration studies (Vertovec 
2007, 2010). The development of theoretical insights surrounding migration issues came through 
various considerations of social networks and understandings of group identity that became an 
important approach in the study of ethnicity (Brettell 2000; Vertovec 2010). In the 1970s and 
1980s, the anthropology of migration was characterized by studies of identity and ethnicity, 
which were particularly concerned with their maintenance, construction, and reconstruction 
61 
 
among migrants (Barth 1969; Cohen 1997, see also Vertovec 2010). Studies of ethnicity remain 
a dominant component of the anthropology of migration today (Vertovec 2010).  
The growth of theoretical approaches to migration through studies of ethnic identity 
broadened into the field of transnationalism, which has been a crucial topic in the multi-
disciplinary field of migration studies (Vertovec 2010). The recent anthropological literature on 
migration is concerned with population movement in global and transnational spaces (Vertovec 
2009, 2010). Transnational mobility is also called diaspora, which refers to disperse population 
movement from their places of origin across nation-state borders (Cohen 1997). Reasons for 
particular instances of diasporas include ethnopolitical and economic persecutions (e.g., see 
Cohen 1997; Safran 1991). Ethnic diasporas embody a wide range of historical and 
contemporary experiences, including the social relationship between territorially dispersed yet 
collectively self-identified ethnic groups (Cohen 1997; Safran 1991). Transnationalism as a field 
of migration studies in anthropology is concerned with the modern political nation-states and 
entails attention to the processes of globalization (Vertovec 2010). 
Globalization and transnationalism overlap in the study of local communities, while 
geographic areas of these global processes extend into a global space, rather than one or more 
nation-states (Kearney 1995). While globalization in anthropology refers to “social, economic, 
cultural, and demographic processes that take place within nations but also transcend them, such 
that attention limited to local processes, identities, and units of analysis yields incomplete 
understanding of the local” (Kearney 1995:548). The concept “nation” in transnationalism 
usually refers to social, economic, cultural, and territorial aspects of the political “nation-state” 
(Kearney 1995:548).  Kearney (1995:548) notes that “transnational is the term of choice when 
referring…to migration of nationals across the borders of one or of more nations.” Transnational 
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migration links migrants and organizations in their place of immigration and their homelands 
(Portes et al. 2007). 
Transnational practices take place “in-between” national territories (Bhabha 1990; Soja 
1996). In some cases, migrants maintain their social and cultural connections to their “homeland,” 
to which they have an emotional and historical connection (Petrissans 1991; Tsuda 2003). 
Transnational migrants move into transnational spaces detached from local places, which refers 
to “deterritorialization.” The term “migration” widely and alternately transforms into  
“transnational,” “diaspora,” and “deterritorialization,” to describe various circumstances of 
population movement (Blunt 2007). Migrants are “deterritorialized” in a space represented as 
“neither here nor there” (Guarnizo and Smith 1998: 12). That there are a number of similar terms 
for migration in the literature suggests that transnational practices are complicated phenomena.  
Deterritorialized transnational migrants settle in immigrant locations, disconnected from 
their respective homelands. Nevertheless, the homeland remains as the ethnic origin for 
migrants, and even among their descendants. In order to maintain their connections, members 
share in imagining the homeland in a nostalgic longing for their places of ethnic origin 
(Anderson 1991). Immigrants continue the practices of their homeland while still becoming 
accustomed to life in their new location. They create a deterritorialized “place” or “space” in an 
imaginary space (Bhabha 1990; Soja 1996). In other words, migrants “reterritorialize” 
themselves in their new locales by constructing new locality (Tsuda 2003). 
What is “locality?” Appadurai (1995:217) views locality “as a structure of feeling, a 
property of social life and ideology of situate community.” It is “a property of social life”, in 
which complex practices and ritual performances take place (Appadurai 1995). These practices 
are localized in each community with their values and meanings, which is called “local 
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knowledge” (Appadurai 1995:210). Local knowledge is “a record of the spatio-temporal 
production of locality” and “is substantially about producing reliably local subjects” (Appadurai 
1995:210). Local subjects are “actors who properly belong to a situated community of kin, 
neighbours, friends and enemies” (Appadurai 1995:209).  Appadurai (1995) emphasizes that 
local subjects produce and reproduce their contextualized locality (or “neighborhood”) through 
social activities, embedded in the contingencies of history. Thus, locality is a historical product 
for their community (Appadurai 1995:214). When people migrate into new place, they produce a 
new context through their social activities, such as building houses, making fields, and 
ceremonies. These contribute to the production of locality, and are material productions 
(Appadurai 1995:209). Transnational practices are linked with social relations across 
communities. Practices are transferred and regrounded into new locales through human mobility 
(Appadurai 1995).  
2-4-2 Construction of Social Identity 
Migration occurs in groups; in transnational migration individuals within a group create a 
collective “identity” (Kearney 1995). Transnational migrants are groups based upon a common 
identity such as a place of origin, cultural/linguistic traits. Various migrants’ experiences 
reinforce a sense of a collective identity among groups. Social, cultural, political, economic, 
religious, ethnic, and territorial similarities become a common ground for migrants in a new 
territory. Numerous researchers have considered transnationalism and identity in the studies of 
migration (Kearney 1995; Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Vertovec 2009). The conscious awareness 
that transnational migrants have of their shared place of origin and their shared current location 
helps to create “translocalities” (Appadurai 1995). Migrants and people who live in diverse 
localities contain multiple identities. Each locality represents a property of social life that 
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influences the construction of collective identity (Appadurai 1995). The plurality of localities 
constitutes a complex set of conditions that affect the construction of social identities. 
Identity consists of two components: internal (or self) identity and external (or social) 
identity. Self-identity is what the individual constructed internally through his/her own 
experience in social interaction; while social identity is defined externally by others through the 
individual’s cultural traits. Collectively identity contains both internal and external components, 
on the basis of the common possession of a given social property. “Ethnic group” is one 
representative example of collective identity through “ethnic” traits such as their place of origin 
that members share within the group. As another example, deterritorialized migrants, because 
they share the experience of being dislocated from their homeland, also share a collective 
identity. 
The term “roots” has been used for the study of identity in relation to territorialization and 
globalization (Appadurai 1990; Malkki 1997). The concept of having roots or “to be rooted” 
refers to the linkage between people and place (Malkki 1997). Likewise, homonym “route” has 
been used to understand the linkage between people and place (Clifford 1997; Friedman 2002). 
The concepts of “roots” and “routes” have been placed in opposition, like grounding and 
mobility, respectively, in place and space (Clifford 1997; Gilroy 1993; Friedman 2002). 
Territorial rootedness is, then, a metaphor for the homeland, suggesting being rooted in the 
ground (Gilroy 1993; Malkki 1997). It appears to be a common consciousness that people desire 
to connect oneself with others, who share the same “roots” (Appadurai 1991). The conceptual 
practice of linking people to place is one way for individuals to construct their self-identity 




Ethnogenesis is the emergence of social identity. This concept has been used in studies of 
ethnicity to describe the various processes by which social, political organizations are 
transformed (see Emberling 1997; Moore 2001; Weik 2014). In the past two decades, the 
concept has also been widely explored by archaeologists (Braswell 2001; Cecil 2001; Hill 1996; 
Hu 2013; Meskell 2001; Moore 2001; Preucel et al. 2002; Weik 2012; Voss 2008). Jonathan Hill 
(1996:1) defined ethnogenesis as “not merely a label for the historical emergence of culturally 
distinct peoples but a concept encompassing peoples’ simultaneously cultural and political 
struggles to create enduring identities in general contexts of radical change and discontinuity.” In 
addition to defining ethnogenesis as a creative adaptation to radical changes in local histories, 
ethnogenesis helps us to understand the processes of domination, especially in the colonial 
situation (Allen 2000; Hill 1996; Voss 2008). At El Presidio de San Francisco where the 
population was a mix of diverse groups who were relocated for military work during the early 
years of colonization (1776-1821 CE), the colonial settlers who, with a social rank based on their 
ancestry, invented a new ethnic identity—Californios—in order to become something other than 
their given previous identity (Voss 2008). The ethnogenesis of Californios demonstrated that the 
construction of collective identity among the colonial settlers was a revolution, resistant to the 
colonial power by supplanting their previous identity. 
Ethnogenesis explains the emergence of new cultural identities developed through 
population movements and multicultural interactions (Hill 1996; Moore 2001). Social 
distinctions among transnational migrants are embedded in the complex interrelations of history. 
Reflecting a people’s struggle to exist, migrant ethnogenesis is characterized by a longing for 
their ancestors’ roots (Meskell 2001; Voss 2008). As a consequence, migrant populations do not 
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integrate into the local setting of their new neighborhood but into transnational networks which 
enable them to survive. Social identity is not static; rather, it is a continuous process of 
transformation (Hill 1996). The process of ethnogenesis results in a distinction between local and 
global or us and them, by establishing a relationship of similarity among its members and alterity 
from outsiders (Voss 2008). In order to persist in one’s identity, a minority group sustains their 
relationship of similarities and alterities.  
Conceptualizing ethnogenesis is connected to the political resistance against domination 
which gives birth to a new social identity from the struggle to survive. Consolidation of social 
identity requires both cultural authenticity and historical legitimation (Hill 1996, 2013). Multiple 
waves of population movements into one location at the marginal frontier created a connection 
via interaction with their original location. Frontier ethnogenetic processes shaped social identity 
and ethnic boundaries (Barth 1969). The concept of ethnogenesis has been a useful analytic tool 
for understanding the relationship between archaeological data and the ethnohistorical 
documents of cultural groups (Braswell 2001, 2003; Pugh 2009 Rice and Rice 2005, 2009). 
In the study of the K'iche'an society at the Guatemala highlands around the fifteenth 
century, Geoffrey Braswell (2001, 2003) proposed that the adoption of “pseudo-ethnic 
identity”—“Nahuanization”—by the elite of K'iche'an played a role in challenging the factional 
conflict within the group in order to display their elevated status with “Nahua-K'iche'an” identity. 
Braswell (2001:55) further speculated that the ethnogenesis of Nahuanization exerted to compete 
against the neighboring community, Kaqchikel, over the alliance with the Aztecs in the course of 
resistance to the Spanish invasion.  
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2-4-4 Migration with Origin Myths in Mesoamerica 
Ethnohistorical documents in Mesoamerica were mostly written during the conquest 
period in order to prove the legitimacy of indigenous communities in Spanish courts (Boone 
2000). These rich Mesoamerican documents provide us a glimpse of Pre-Columbian 
sociocultural, political, and religious lifeways. However, they are treated by most scholars more 
as a myth than history (Boone 2000; Gillespie 1989; Smith 1984, 2003). A myth is a created 
story by people to make sense out of things that are uneasy to explain otherwise; while a history 
is a record or narrative description of past events. Many of the ethnohistorical accounts during 
the conquest appear to mix mythical and historical events (Gillespie1989). These mythical 
histories tend to begin with creation or origin myths and proceed to provide a myth for the 
group’s migration to their homeland (Smith 2003). Mythical histories of migration validated the 
length and antiquity of group identity in colonial situations. 
The Nahuatl speakers of the Aztec migration to the Valley of Mexico appropriated both 
their origin and migration myths, claiming to have migrated from the mythical location of Aztlan 
or Chicomoztoc (Calnek 1978; Davies 1980; Nicholson 1971; Smith 1984). Similarly, the 
various Nahuatl speaking groups of central Mexico produced written and oral ethnohistories 
accounting to which their ancestors had migrated south from Aztlan/Chicomoztoc several 
centuries before the Spanish arrival (Acosta 1940; Chimalpahin 1965; Sahagún 2002; 
Torquemada 1969). The bulk of these ethnohistorical documents were written in Spanish and 
Nahuatl in the 16th century (Nicholson 1971). The purpose of these documents was to record 
significant events of the ruling dynasties, focusing on ethnic origins (Nicholson 1971). Ethnic 
origin was the most significant component of native histories and assisted in legitimating their 
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ethnic identities (Davies 1980; Nicholson 1971; Smith 2003). For each group, ethnic 
distinctiveness was founded on their ethnic origins which might be mythic or historical.  
One of the preconceptions of distinctiveness in origin myths is “foreignness” 
(Christensen 1996; Henige 1982; Smith 2003). Foreignness is the notion of coming from 
somewhere else, specifically somewhere outside of the particular society. The concept of 
“outside” refers to both the geographical distance that separates locations and also the difference 
between people that are from “here” and are part of “us” (Helms 1988). Foreignness and 
geographical distance connote the possession of esoteric knowledge which was controlled by, 
and limited to, the politically powerful (Helms 1988). Esoteric knowledge is “knowledge of the 
unusual, the exceptional, the extraordinary; knowledge of things that in some way or another lie 
beyond the familiar everyday world” (Helms 1988:13). Possession of esoteric knowledge 
becomes a characteristic that serves to justify status, power, and authority among the powerful 
(Helms 1988). If a foreign location is associated with a historically important site, the connection 
to that particular site justifies the relationship between the particular site and the subject group. 
In this way, ethnic selection by a divinity was communicated through origin myths, and groups 
could distinguish themselves through a literary connection to historically important sites.  
The temporal dimension of “distance” correlates to a distant past (Helms 1988). 
Contemporary knowledge of the “origin of things” or of the “ancestors” is associated with the 
distant past and regarded as esoteric knowledge, and similarly leads to ideological power and 
authority (Helms 1988). The idea of “foreign ancestors” is thus associated with both 
geographical and temporal distance and is significantly effective for conceptualizing the 
distinctiveness of ethnic identity. The long-distance travel of ancestors is often expressed in 
origin and migration myths, demonstrating the significance of geographical and temporal 
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distance (Christensen 1996; Helms 1988; Nicholson 1971). Foreign origin was asserted by the 
ruling elites as a justification for their position of authority (Christensen 1996; Helms 1988). 
Migration myths played a significant role in political and ideological control for dynastic 
legitimacy in Mesoamerica. 
The depiction of the founding ancestor is seen in the prominent Mesoamerican myth of 
Toltec-Chichimec (Davies 1977, 1980; Nicholson 1957; Smith 1984). The Toltecs lived in an 
important regional center of Tula, in the modern Mexican state of Hidalgo, during the Epi-classic 
period (800-1000 CE) as the successor to Teotihuacan (Davies 1977). Later Aztecs adapted the 
Toltecs as their cultural predecessors who originated in the mythical place Tollan (Davies 1977). 
In contrast, the Chichimecs lived in caves to the north of central Mexico with a “primitive” 
sedentary life style (Davies 1980:44). Two opposing themes, “civilized” and “primitive,” were 
combined as “Toltec-Chichimec” to demonstrate a foundational ethnic identity in sixteenth-
century central Mexico (Davies 1977, 1980). The Toltecs provided a temporal distance and an 
element of advanced society, while the Chichimecs were placed as a distant geographical origin 
(Davies 1980:86; Smith 1984:156). Remembering their ancestors’ legacy from “rags to riches” 
(Davies 1980:86), many native historical documents in Mesoamerica adapted the Toltec-
Chichimec migration myths for their ethnic foundation, which offered a sense of political 
legitimation and propaganda (Boone 1991; Davies 1977, 1980; Nicholson 1971; Smith 1984). 
Migration stories for the K'iche' Maya of highland Guatemala describe their ancestors’ 
migration to and from the mythical location of Tulan (Carmack 1968; Tedlock 1996). 
Ethnohistoric documents found in Popol Wuj describe a creation myth for human beings and the 
natural world, followed by a migration myth of K'iche' ancestors as they traveled to Tulan and 
left for the mountains where they founded Q'umarkaj, capital of the K'iche' (Tedlock 1996). In 
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this account, “Tulan” is not the place of origin of K'iche'; rather, it is a place of “gathering and 
legitimation” (Braswell 2003:52). 
Postclassic and Colonial-period ethnohistorical sources in Yucatán, such as the books of 
Chilam Balam, also contain a number of origin myths (see Chapter 4). The Postclassic and 
Colonial elite adopted a mythical foreign foundation “to achieve a state of alterity” to distinguish 
their lineage from other groups (Restall 2006:277). Simultaneously, a locally Yucatec-rooted 
origin was given for its importance in the legitimation of their social and political status (Restall 
2006). The Maya elite’s microcosmic conception of land and territoriality consisted of both 
center and periphery (satellite). This dualistic conception was referred to in the Yucatec origin 
myths where they simultaneously claimed to be from the center (local) and periphery (foreign) 
(Restall 2006). Restall (2006:281) calls this Maya elite strategy “paradoxical dual legitimacy” 
(see also Cledinnen 1987:150). 
The common use of migration myths in native historical accounts suggests that these 
myths were foundational symbols among many Mesoamerican people. Specifically, they are 
myths of ethnic selection that follow the trial and tribulations of a chosen people. It was also a 
strategy by which groups distinguished themselves from their neighbors through the 
identification with a distant, powerful homeland. Furthermore, the use of foundation myths in 
Mesoamerica commemorated their distant ancestors as ideological and status symbol in order to 
legitimize their ethnic authority. 
2-5 Summary of Theorizing Community Identity through Social Memory and Migration 
Myth 
Our understanding of “community” in archaeology is very fluid and often entangled with 
spatial units of settlement and notions of social complexity. Communities can be understood as a 
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social form of human interaction, and from this, a spatially defined locus of social practices, 
where members of a social group share a social experience and a sense of collective identity. As 
a dynamic process of human interaction, community identity is continuously constructed, 
modified, and maintained. Community identities create and emphasize a sense of “us,” while 
also creating a sense of the “other” with an emphasis on differences (Barth 1969; Cohen 2002; 
Mac Sweeney 2011). The Itza at Tayasal as a faction constructed a community identity, which 
while bringing them together also differentiated their community from others, namely the other 
faction, the Kowoj.  
Social identity, migration myth, and social memory are generative for binding a 
community together through embodied experiences in the community. Elite manipulation of 
these constitutions of community identity made people perceive a sense of unity and integration 
among those who shared these social contexts. Christopher Tilly (2006:22) notes that 
“(i)dentities must be felt, thy can never be simply imagined. How we relate to others, and the 
world around us, very much depends on modes of cognition and practical abilities which are 






 One of the main goals of this present project is to examine Postclassic architectures and 
artifacts at Tayasal to help us to understand the cultural history of the Petén lakes region. 
Previous research in the Main Group at Tayasal had found the Postclassic occupation but focused 
upon the buildings of the Classic period (Chase 1983; Guthe 1921, 1922). In order to identify the 
spatial distribution of Postclassic constructions upon the Preclassic and Classic period buildings, 
it was necessary to collect information throughout the Main Group. The present project examines 
material culture of the Itza at Tayasal and the reuse and modification of past buildings during the 
Postclassic period, and how their material culture impacted the construction of social identity. 
The research area required both ceremonial and domestic contexts of the Postclassic period to 
gather information around the materials used for both contexts. This present project focused 
upon the Postclassic domestic areas in order to maximize the data for understanding of the 
Postclassic occupation in both contexts, incorporating the information and materials excavated 
from the previous research in mainly ceremonial areas, 
3-2 Field Methods 
 Field investigations at Tayasal included mapping and excavation from 2009 to 2011 by 
the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010, 2011, 2012).  
3-2-1 Mapping 
Although the archaeological site of Tayasal has been mapped by the University of 
Pennsylvania in the 1970s (Chase 1983), it was necessary to create a detailed, grid-based digital 
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Figure 3-1: Topographic map of the Tayasal Main Group. 
map with a coordinate system. 
Mapping was conducted using a 
TopCon GPT3205NW total station. 
An initial datum (Station #1) was 
selected and given the arbitrary 
coordinates of Easting 2000: 
Northing 2000: Elevation 180. This 
datum is located in the plaza of 
Group 25A (Figure 7-7). A total of 
32,194 points were collected across the archaeological site of Tayasal. These points mostly 
concentrated in the Main Group to produce a detailed contour map. The mapping area included 
the western San Bernabé group and the northeastern Cerro Mo' group, which are not included in 
the present research. The Main Group covers an area of 115,000 m². 
 The Main Group at Tayasal is composed by the University of Pennsylvania map, defined 
groups by Structure Groups designated by Chase (1983). Structure Groups which are newly 
discovered and identified designated with the secondary alphabetic code as a part of the nearest 
group (Group 27B, Group 29C, etc.). Newly discovered structures were designated with the 
structure number starting from Str. T1100.  
Mapping by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal discovered a wide range of natural and 
artificial features in the Main Group. One of the most stunning discoveries was the massive 
elevated platform, on which the Main Group is located (Figure 3-1). This elevated platform is 
measured 300-334 m x 270-290 m (ca, 76,000 m²), constructed during the Preclassic period 
(Chapter 9A). As discussed in Chapter 9A, the elevated platform construction was a widespread 
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Figure 3-2: Tourist trail at Tayasal. Photo by the author. 
phenomenon in the Maya 
Lowlands during the Middle to 
Late Preclassic period. On this 
elevated platform, possible natural 
drainage towards south was 
identified by mapping and 
preliminary watershed analysis 
(Timothy Pugh, personal 
communication 2015). The map exhibits an unusual fault on the southern escarpment of the 
platform. The possible drainage faults continue leading to the lakeshore, which was not included 
in the current map. 
Some parts of the Main Group at Tayasal have been an attraction area for tourist and 
locals. Several trails and paths run through the sites sometimes upon the architecture. They are 1-
3 meters-wide and unfortunately motorcycles, and sometimes vehicles run upon them. Therefore, 
the present research was also an attempt to salvage the archaeological site. Ironically, the trails 
and paths were useful transects for mapping in the dense vegetation (Figure 3-2).  
Mapping data were transferred to a Microsoft Excel worksheet and plotted in ArcGIS. 
3-2-2 Excavation 
The goal of excavations at Tayasal was to provide an overview of Postclassic distribution 
in the Preclassic and Classic constructions in the Main Group. Excavations focused on Tayasal’s 
center, the Main Group, where is situated upon the elevated platform. This area contains 11 plaza 
groups defined by the University of Pennsylvania. The present research focused on the western 
groups for intensive excavations, since the northern and eastern groups were excavated by the 
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previous investigations. Based on the mapping coordinates, excavation areas were gridded with 
easting and northing numbers derived from mapping coordinates. The excavation grid was 
placed with a resolution of 1 x 1 m using a total station. This also allowed the units to be 
precisely plotted onto the ArcGIS site map. The 1 x 1 m grid provides the horizontal control for 
recording the spatial distribution of artifacts. Vertical control was established by arbitrary datum 
points near excavation grids, which were measured with the total station to tie the excavations 
into the larger site grid. 
Our typical horizontal excavation group includes 3 x 3 m areas broken down into 1 x 1 m 
units. Taking notes on 1 x1 m areas detaches one from the larger context, which is why our 
forms record 3 x 3 m areas. Recovered materials were bagged by 1 x 1 m excavation units and by 
stratum. Previous excavations indicate that Postclassic deposits generally lie below 10 to 20 cm 
below the surface (beneath humus and collapse layers). All excavated soil was screened through 
1/8” mesh screens. Some soils were water-screened through 1/16” screen to collect tiny, yet 
important artifacts. In addition, soil samples were extracted for flotation before screening the 
reminder of fill. Features such as burial and cache encountered during excavations were 
excavated as separate level and given context designations. Simple features such as floors and 
walls were also excavated as separate contexts. 
Various sizes and types of excavation were utilized to recover and record the 
architectural and artifact information in the ceremonial and residential areas in the Main Group. 
The smallest size of test pit was the 0.5 x 0.5 m sounding excavations. Twenty-four sounding 
excavations were placed in the Main Group in 2009, under the supervision of Timothy Pugh 
(Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). The main goal of sounding test pit was to understand the extent of 
Postclassic occupation in the Main Group including plazas with Classic period constructions 
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(Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). Sounding grids were laid out 0.5 m southwest from the mapping 
station datum. Each sounding unit excavated natural and cultural strata up to 0.50 m below 
surface in search for Postclassic materials. Thus these units were focused upon superficial 
deposits and not larger chronology. 
To assess the construction chronology of the area, vertical of 1 x 1 m, 1 x 2 m, and 2 x 2 
m test pits were excavated in ceremonial and residential areas in the Main Group. Six 1 x 1 m 
test pits were excavated in the Main Group and of these, three reached bedrock.  Six 1 x 2 m test 
pits were laid out on and at the edge of structures. These 1 x 2 m test pits were intended to reach 
bedrock in order to assess the chronological range of the structure and to search for special 
deposits such as burials and caches. One 2 x 2 m and three 3 x 3 m test pits were excavated to 
collect Postclassic materials and to search for architectural features. 
Horizontal excavation uncovered 100% of five structures with a 1 x 1 m grid in the Main 
Group. The horizontal excavation was intended to search for activity areas indicated by de facto 
ritual refuse, which are items that were left behind as refuse when a structure was abandoned. 
Horizontal excavation also reveals complete architectural features of the terminal phase of 
building. Carefully removing the accumulated soil and the fill from the collapsed building 
expose a construction history.  
Drawings of building plans and photographs were prepared upon completion of 
excavation for each stratum in the horizontal excavations. For the vertical excavations, plan 
drawings and photographs were prepared only when features were exposed. Feature such as 
burials and walls were drawn and photographed separately. Drawings of the profile were 
prepared at least one side of each unit. For the 100% horizontal excavation, transect was drawn 
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upon completion of excavation. Field drawings were composed at a scale of 1:10 and scanned to 
digitize in the laboratory. Scanned drawings were traced in Adobe Illustrator CS6. 
3-3 Laboratory Methods 
 Laboratory analysis was undertaken at the same time as field excavations. Artifacts were 
washed and stored in the project laboratory on the island of Flores. In the laboratory, artifacts 
were sorted, counted, and sometimes weighed. In general, artifact classification followed 
procedures established by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal. Following the classification of 
artifacts, the data were recorded for each unit in the form of artifact analysis which was created 
by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal, and then entered into a MS Excel spread sheet. 
3-3-1 Ceramics 
3-3-1.1 Chronological Sequence 
Ceramics sherds comprised the largest percentage of the artifact assemblage at Tayasal. 
Ceramic classification was based on a type-variety classification system (Gifford et al. 1976) and 
the regional ceramic sequence established by William Bullard Jr. (1973), Arlen Chase and Diane 
Chase (1983), George Cowgill (1963), Antonia Foias (1996), Juan Pedro Laporte (2007), and 
Prudence Rice (1987). For the Postclassic period, the ceramic typology followed the 
classification of Postclassic Petén ceramics developed by Rice and Leslie Cecil (2009: Table 
11.1). Since the ceramic analysis chronologically evaluated excavation units, it was focused on a 
broader chronological phase which was established for Uaxactun ceramics, especially for those 
of the Preclassic ceramics (Smith 1955). Based on the previous chronological frameworks, I 
consolidated chronological sequence with temporal phase (complexes) for the present research at 
Tayasal (Table 1-1). The Preclassic-period ceramics falls into the Mamom Ceramic Complex 
(600-300 BCE), and Chicanel Ceramic Complex (300 BCE-300/350 CE). The Classic-period 
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ceramics are split into the Tzakol Ceramic Complex (300/350-600 CE), Tepeu I-II Ceramic 
Complex (600-850 CE), and Tepeu III/Terminal Classic period (850-1000 CE). Although the 
ceramic phases for the Postclassic period at Tayasal has been established by Chase and Chase 
(1983), I avoided to use those complexes for the present research because of unclear division of 
each complex with association of stratigraphic contexts. Chases’ (1983) division includes 
Chilcob Ceramic Complex/Early Postclassic (900-1200 CE), Cocahmut Ceramic 
Complex/Middle Postclassic (1200-1400 CE), and Kauil Ceramic Complex/Late Postclassic 
(1400-1700 CE) (Table 1-1). 
3-3-1.2 Petén Postclassic Ceramic Groups 
Postclassic ceramic typologies have been provided by several archaeologists in the Petén 
lakes region (see detailed discussion in Chapter 6) (Bullard 1973; Chase and Chase 1983; 
Cowgill 1963; Rice 1979, 1987). Unlike unslipped ceramics, which tend to be persistent in form 
and style through the time, slipped wares are temporarily diagnostic. Postclassic ceramic wares 
in the Petén lakes region are primarily red-slipped wares. Based on paste type, rather than slip, 
three paste groups of Postclassic red-slipped wares have been widely accepted to distinguish 
ceramic types (Chase and Chase 1983; Rice 1979). Three Petén Postclassic ceramic wares are: 
Snail-Inclusion (or Volador Dull), Vitzil Orange-Red, and Clemencia Cream. These paste wares 
assemble three Postclassic ceramic groups: Paxcamán (Snail-Inclusion), Augustin (Vitzil 
Orange-Red), and Topoxte (Clemencia Cream). Variations exist in decorations and pastes from 
site to site through time, probably due to multiple manufacture centers (Cecil 2004). Regional 
differences are discussed under the Postclassic material culture in the Petén lakes region in 
Chapter 6. These ceramic groups appears to overlap temporary during the Postclassic period 
(Pugh and Rice 2009).  
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3-3-1.3 Late Postclassic Censers 
Since the Preclassic period, public and domestic ceremonial activities incorporated 
incense burners to burn resins (see Chapter 6). In the Late Postclassic period, incense burners 
appear to share styles and forms widely across the Maya area. Two general categories of incense 
burners are effigy (image) and non-effigy (composite) censers. The best known effigy censers of 
the Late Postclassic period is Chen Mul Modeled Type from Mayapán, or simply referred as 
“Mayapán-style effigy censers” (Rice 2009b). These effigy censers typically depicted stylized 
deities. Non-effigy, composite censers generally appear in the form of hourglass with appliqued 
elements. In the Petén lakes region, the most common Postclassic censers are classified in Patojo 
Paste ware, which is characterized by the coarse gray paste (Rice 1987). Effigy censers are 
Patojo Modeled, while non-effigy censer are Mumul Composite. The Postclassic censers also 
occur in the other paste ware groups such as Uapake Carbonated, Monticulo, and Snail-Inclusion 
Paste wares. The regional difference in occurrence of the Postclassic censers in the Petén lakes 
region is discussed in the Postclassic material culture in Chapter 6. 
3-3-1.4 Imported Ceramics 
The occurrence of non-local ceramics in the Petén lakes region represents a regional trade 
network. Imported ceramics in the region include fine orange and Plumbate ceramics. Plumbate 
pottery is a well-known trade ware (Neff 1984; Neff and Bishop 1988; Shepard 1948). During 
the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic Periods, Tohil Plumbate was widely distributed 
throughout Mesoamerica via long-distance trade. Thus, the presence of Tohil Plumbate has long 
been used as a temporal maker for these periods, especially the Early Postclassic (1000-1200 
CE) (Smith1971:26-27). Chase (1983:1217) pointed that Tayasal has a high frequency of 
Plumbate pottery. Excavations by the University of Pennsylvania at Tayasal yielded two vessels 
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and fourteen fragments in the western part of Tayasal. An almost complete vessel of Tohil 
Plumbate effigy jar was recovered from Str.T120 in Group 32, to the southeast of Group 23 
(Figure 9B-23). It is a long neck jar with an effigy bird head on the body. The vessel was 
deposited as an offering cache for Str. T120 (Chase 1983:599-600). Originally, Chase dated this 
cache to the Postclassic period based on the temporal position of Plumbate pottery. However, he 
reconsidered the date of Str. T120 as Terminal Classic for other contextual reasons (Chase and 
Chase 2008:30-31). He argues that using Plumbate pottery as a temporal marker of the 
Postclassic Period is problematic (Chase and Chase 2008). Thus, it is better to place the 
Plumbate pottery in the transitional period between the Terminal Classic and Postclassic period. 
Another Tohil Plumbate tripod vessel was found from Str. T203 in eastern San Miguel 
(Chase 1983:910-911). This Plumbate vessel was associated with a burial (T9F-1) dated to the 
Postclassic period. Chase (1983:909-910) notes that the burial including a Plumbate vessel that 
served as an offering and was burned after the interments. Thus, the surface color of the 
Plumbate vessel appeared to have been “orangish.” However, it is unknown if the vessel was 
either San Juan Plumbate type or Tohil type. San Juan Plumbate pottery is typically simpler in 
decoration than Tohil Plumbate and occurs in Late through Terminal Classic periods in the 
Pacific coast (Shepard 1948). The distribution of San Juan Plumbate pottery is known to be very 
limited and not as widely traded as the Tohil Plumbate (Neff 2003; Neff and Bishop 1988; 
Shepard 1948). 
Fine Orange wares are generally rare in the Petén lake region, despite widespread 
occurrence throughout the northern and western Maya Lowlands in the Terminal Classic to Early 
Postclassic periods (Adams 1973; Ball 1977; Chase 1983; Chase and Chase 2008; Rice 1987; 
Sabloff 1975; Smith 1958). Robert E. Smith (1958) seriated Fine Orange ceramics into five 
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different groups (U, V, X, Y, and Z) based on the chronological order. X, Y, and Z date to the 
Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic periods, while U and V appear to occur in the Late 
Postclassic period. In each case, the paste is very fine and orange without any inclusions and 
tempers. Due to extremely fine-textured ceramics, the surface of Fine Orange wares is usually 
weathered. The severely eroded surface of Fine orange wares makes difficult to classify into the 
type-variety systems. It was suggested based on the compositional analyses that Fine Orange 
ceramics were manufactured in the Usumacinta-Pasión region (Bishop and Rands 1982; Rands et 
al. 1982). However, recent studies have demonstrated that Fine Orange ceramics may have been 
manufactured locally from the Usumacinta-Pasión region to northern Yucatán (Bishop 1994:20-
24). The increased data samples suggest that there are overlaps in the compositional “match” of 
clays, which lead to the previous interpretation of one production region. 
The Altar Orange ceramic group (X) was established by Richard Adams (1971) with 
ceramics from Altar de Sacrificios, Guatemala. The Altar Orange ware appears to have been 
introduced to the Petén lakes region in the Terminal Classic period at the same time as the 
Petexbatún region. It is, however, notable that Fine Orange wares occur in the Late Postclassic 
contexts in the Petén (Rice 1987:168-169). As Prudence Rice (1987:168) suggests, the presence 
of Fine Orange wares in Late Postclassic context may be a result of mixed deposits of early 
materials. Although the possible Altar Orange wares are rare at Tayasal, a similar kind of Fine 
Orange ware was present as well. So-called imitation Fine Orange wares have coarser paste than 
the traditional Fine Orange (Sabloff 1975:180-181). The paste often includes very fine mica 
particles. It is not known whether the imitation Fine Orange is a Late Postclassic variant of Fine 
Orange wares of the Terminal Classic/Early Postclassic. Previous excavations in Floes recovered 
an elaborately decorated vessel of Tumba Black-on-orange type of Altar Orange ceramic group 
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(Chase 1983:1073). The decoration is common in the Boca phase (830-950 CE) of the 
Petexbatún region. 
3-3-1.5 Ceramic Figurines 
Ceramic figurine analysis for Tayasal collections included pastes, manufacturing 
techniques, and surface treatment. Most of ceramic figurines from the recent works at Tayasal 
were analyzed by Christina Halperin (2013, 2017). Paste analysis was performed visually, 
because many ceramic figurines are characterized by relatively identifiable paste color and 
temper. Like ceramic vessel analysis, paste color was measured based on Munsell color chart. 
Temper was identified by texture and 30x handheld optical loupe. The Late Classic and Terminal 
Classic figurines are generally fine pastes with ash temper, like ceramic vessels. Likewise, the 
Postclassic ceramic figurines have pastes of snail-inclusion or carbonated temper like ceramic 
vessels.  
Manufacturing techniques of ceramic figurines include molded, hand molded, and a 
combination of both. Ceramic figurines often have functioned as music instruments like whistle 
and ocarina. Halperin (2007:94) describes that “a whistle is a single-note musical instrument 
with no stops; an ocarina is a multi-note instrument with one or more stops and an oval-shaped 
(or similarly-shaped) resonating chamber.” Molded whistles and ocarinas are hollow and 
produced by a one sided- or two sided-molds. Whistles and ocarinas are manufactured as molded 
in the front with plain back mold. The mouthpiece is generally attached in the back. Postclassic 
figurines appear not to include music instrument (Halperin 2013). They are molded in the hollow 
inside, sometimes with suspension holes on either side of the body. 
Surface treatment was identified in many ceramic figurines. They included additional 
decorative elements by applique and/or incision. Incised decorations are applied to body parts 
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which need details on toes, fingers, or face. Halperin (2007:123) notes that none of the Late 
Classic figurines exhibited evidence of a slip on the surface, while the Preclassic and Postclassic 
figurines are often slipped. Postclassic figurines in the Petén lakes region are often slipped in red 
(Halperin 2013). 
The excavations encountered a range of anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and supernatural 
figurines. Anthropomorphic figurines are characterized by headdress/head, body parts, position, 
hairstyle, and gender (Halperin 2007). Gender is represented in their headdress, hairstyles, and 
clothing. Anthropomorphic figurines represented the young and the old and males and females. 
Zoomorphic figurines from Tayasal include birds, deer, dogs, monkeys, owls, peccaries, reptiles, 
and turtles, though none are complete. Supernatural figurines often represent deities 
(known/unknown) and masks. Supernatural images are depicted in small masks from Tayasal 
dating to the Postclassic period. These masks are molded or hand modeled and often have 
suspension holes on each side of the face. Eyes are often punched, and teeth are commonly 
expressed (Halperin 2013). Exposing teeth is a feature depicted in the Central Mexican codices 
and polychrome vessels during the Postclassic period (Halperin 2013).  
Molded female figurines composed of Snail-Inclusion Paste ceramic ware commonly 
occur in the Petén Lakes region. These figurines have been identified at Ixlú (Rice and Rice 
2016), Zacpetén (Rice 2009b), Macanché (Rice 1987), Tipu (Graham 1991), Tikal (Moholy-
Nagy 2012), Nojpeten (Halperin 2017), and Tayasal (Chapter 6). In general, these figurines are 
poorly made or severely eroded but have evidence of a red or light pink slip on the surface. 
These female figurines wear quechquemitl attire (triangle neck garment) with a circular object on 
the tip of quechquemitl. Hands are generally on the abdomen; some suggest that they are 
pregnant female protectively clasping the abdomen (Rice 2009b:292). They likely date to the 
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Late Postclassic period, except one sample from Tipu. Graham (1991) believes that one of these 
female figurines from Tipu is associated with “the saints of Christendom, each of whom is 
depicted in a particular style and color of clothing” (Graham 1991:329-330). Halperin (2013) 
argues that such female represents either elite females or female ritual participation, contrasting 
with carved stone monuments and Postclassic modeled censers, which represent mostly male 
deities. 
Maya ceramic figurines are widely distributed from domestic to ceremonial, and elite to 
commoner. The distribution of ceramic figurines varies from site to site and through time. Small 
ceramic figurines of the Classic period are often recovered from the domestic contexts (Halperin 
2013; Hendon 2003; Triadan 2007). At Motul de San José to the northwest of Lake Petén Itzá, a 
large number of fragmented figurines were recovered from the household midden and fill 
(Halperin 2013). The occurrence of figurines which are restricted to elite or ceremonial contexts 
indicates that some ceramic figurines were valuable objects, while the other figurines were easily 
accessible by non-elites. Dissemination of ceramic figurines during the Classic period is the 
result of figurine production made by ceramic molds (Halperin 2013). The mass production of 
mold-made figurines allowed them to be widely distributed. Like other Classic sites, many 
figurine molds were associated with elite architecture at Motul de San José (Halperin 2013). This 
indicates that molded figurines were often manufactured in the elite households. Although no 
mold of Postclassic figurines has been recovered from Tayasal, several fragments of molds of 
Postclassic masks from Nojpeten (Flores) have been identified by the author (Chapter 6).  
Economic values of ceramic figurines are marked by restricted production and exchange 
sphere of figurines. Halperin’s study (2014) on ceramic figurines from Motul de San José 
revealed that circulation of locally made ceramic figurines from Motul de San José served to 
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reinforce the relationship between people at Motul de San José and those at neighboring sites 
such as Tikal. During the Late Classic period, Motul de San José was a figurine production site 
and distributed other sites through some type of market exchange or distribution system 
(Halperin et al. 2009). Previous research at Tayasal recovered several fragments of Postclassic 
figurine molds from domestic contexts on the southwestern lakeshore of the Tayasal peninsula 
(Chase 1983). Since no Postclassic figurine molds were recovered from the Main Group, one 
might speculate that the southwestern lakeshore was a production area of the Postclassic 
figurines.  
3-3-1.6 Ceramic Pestles 
Ceramic pestle appears to be a characteristic artifact of the Postclassic period in the Petén 
lakes region. These pestles are solid, cylindrical or slightly conical in the form. The basal portion 
is wider than the handle/body, and the base is rounded or flat. A distinct characteristic of these 
pestles is that the base (use end) of pestle has numerous small punctations (Figures 7-4_14D, 7-
5_34A). The other end (the “handle”) of pestles were generally missing, though some pestles 
from Punta Nima have effigy faces (Rice 1987: Figure 70). Several fragments of ceramic pestles 
were identified in the Main Group and San Bernabé at Tayasal. Although no complete pestle was 
recovered in the Main Group, the size of these ceramic pestles appears to be around 7 cm-long 
(Rice 1987:204). Previous investigation at Tayasal identified several fragments of these ceramic 
pestles from the southwestern lakeshore of the Tayasal peninsula (Chase 1983). These ceramic 
pestles occur more frequently in San Bernabé and the southwestern lakeshore than in the Main 
Group. 
Interestingly, this kind of pestle was not found at Zacpetén. It is possible that people at 
Zacpetén utilized stone pestles, instead. These ceramic pestles have been reported from northern 
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Yucatán including sites such as at Mayapán (Smith 1971:197, Proskouriakoff 1962: Figure 50o) 
and Chich'en Itza (Brainerd 1958: Figure 72g; Ruppert 1935: Figure 279e). Geoffrey Braswell 
and others (2004:181) mentions a similar pestle found at Calakmul, dated to the Terminal Classic 
period. These similar ceramic pestles rarely existed in Yucatán during the Terminal Classic 
period and were introduced to the Petén lakes region in the Postclassic period. In addition, Rice 
(1987:204) identified several of these ceramic artifacts from Tipu, Belize. Similar ceramic 
pestles have been identified in the southern Chiapas as well (Janine Gasco, personal 
communication 2013).  
The presence of relatively large numbers of molcajetes (grater bowls) and clay pestles 
when compared with the preceding periods may suggest increased importance of grinding spices 
or cacao during the Postclassic period, probably as domestic ritual. Grater bowls are associated 
with the Postclassic period in the central lowlands, while they appear with Fine Orange wares in 
western Petén (Rice 1987:138). At Zacpetén, a large number of molcajete fragments were 
collected from both ceremonial and domestic contexts (Cecil 2001:163). Some of them do not 
exhibit use wear; Cecil (2001:163-164) suggesting that these grater bowls without use ware may 
have been ceremonial. Thus, not only activities of grinding but also the display of grinding bowls 
(and possibly mortars) may have had significant meaning in domestic ritual. 
3-3-1.7 Miscellaneous Ceramic Artifacts  
Miscellaneous ceramic artifacts include worked sherds, spindle whorls, net weights, etc. 
Worked sherds are generally re-used red-slipped sherds such as Paxcamán Red and Augustine 
Red. They are oval or round in shape, probably used for burnishing and smoothing surface of 
vessels. One oval worked sherds contained black resin on the edge, indicating that the sherd was 
used to apply resin onto something. Reworked Paxcamán Red sherds were often formed into 
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perforated disks and side-notched objects. The perforated disks are probably spindle whorls, 
while side-notched objects are net weights. Reworked net weights tend to be composed of red-
slipped rim sherds. Spindle whorls are flat, biconvex, spherical, hemispherical, and/or like 
“cupcake” in form. They rarely have incised or molded decorations. Spindle whorls appear to be 
scarce in the Main Group at Tayasal (n=12). Spindle whorls were recovered from residential 
areas, suggesting that spinning and weaving were conducted in domestic contexts. 
Compared to spindle whorls, net weights are more common in the Main Group at Tayasal 
(n=35). Net weights were used for fishing to sink fishing nets into the water (Rice et al. 
2017:20). Like spindle whorls, net weights were recovered from the residential areas, indicating 
that fishing was largely a domestic activity at least during the Postclassic period at Tayasal. 
Recycled ceramic sherds into tools in domestic contexts reveal household activities. Rice 
(1987:100) notes changes in food production technology during the Postclassic period. These 
changes are evident in the increased size of tripod dishes, increased numbers of molcajetes 
(grater bowls) and pestles, and increased numbers of net sinkers (Rice 1987:100).  
3-3-2 Lithics 
3-3-2.1 Chipped Stone Tools 
Lithic analysis helps to reconstruct economic systems of the past. Lithics are classified 
into chipped-stone tools and ground-stone tools. Chipped stone tools include those made of 
chalcedony, chert, and obsidian using percussion reduction. They are classified by materials, 
separating obsidian. The basic classification of chipped stone tools was conducted by the author, 
based on the lithic typology established for Colha, Belize (Hester 1985; Hester and Shafer 1991).  
Obsidian chipped stone tools include cores, blades, projectile points, and flakes. 
Chert/Chalcedony chipped stone tools consist of a more variety of types including biface and 
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uniface tools such as scrapers, pounders, and choppers. These biface tools are recovered in 
fragments, suggesting that they were not special deposits. 
3-3-2.2 Projectile Points 
Side-notched projectile points are commonly reported from the Postclassic period sites 
(Bullard 1973; Masson 2000; Proskouriakoff 1962; Pugh 2001; Shafer and Hester 1983; Sheets 
1991), especially during the Late Postclassic phase (Masson 2000:124-132; Meissner 2014; 
Shafer and Hester 1988; Simmons 2002). Small projectile points or arrow points were a 
component of bow-and-arrow technology, and were commonly used for hunting and as a weapon 
in the contact period (Chamberlain 1948; Roys 1965; Simmons 2002; Tozzer 1941). Although 
the bow-and-arrow appears to have in use before the Postclassic period (Aoyama 2005), there is 
an increase in projectile point production throughout the Maya area during the Postclassic. Forms 
of projectile points are very similar throughout the Postclassic period sites range from 1 – 4 cm 
in length. Harry Shafer and Tomas Hester (1988) describe forms and types based on 
morphological attributes. Two basic shapes of projectile points are elongate and triangular. Scott 
Simmons (1995) also distinguishes base forms of points, in the variety of forms with a design 
based on technological attributes. Nathan Meissner (2013, 2014) notes that projectile points at 
Tayasal commonly have a rounded base. Most of the obsidian points were fashioned from 
prismatic blades or flakes that were shaped by pressure flaking along the edges.  
Scholars have suggested a change in weapon technology from atlatl to bow-and-arrow in 
the Terminal Classic period (Aoyama 2005; Chase and Chase 2002; Hassig 1992). The projectile 
points of bow-and-arrow are smaller and lighter than those of atlatl darts (Aoyama 2005). In 
addition, a change in the production of points was noted by Kazuo Aoyama (2005) from the 
restricted area to domestic contexts in Copan during the Early Postclassic period. Although the 
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Late Postclassic Maya likely used the bow-and-arrow, iconographic evidence of bow-and-arrow 
is scarce. There are more depictions of atlatl than bows-and-arrows (Hassig 1992). It has been 
suggested that the atlatl was a ritualized symbol of power (Hassig 1992:73; Nielsen and Helmke 
2008; Stuart 2000:482). The atlatl may also have had a connection to highland Mexico, 
especially Teotihuacan (Freidel 1986:237). Thus, while the atlatl was a powerful symbol of 
warriors, the bow-and-arrow was also used as a weapon in warfare in the Postclassic Period. The 
smaller and narrower projectile points may have been preferred by the Maya. 
When Hernán Cortés arrived in the Itza territory in 1525, he was informed that “the Itzá 
people were very skillful at war and feared throughout the whole district (Villagutierre Soto-
Mayor 1983:65). Juan de Villagutierre Soto-Mayor (1983:178) also described the Itza as having 
used the bow-and-arrow for deer hunting. Small projectile points would have been much better 
for hunting small mammals, birds, and fish than lances or dart points. At Lamanai, there is a 
decrease of large mammals in faunal remains from the Late Postclassic period, while there is an 
increase of fish and birds (Simmons 2002:63). At Tayasal, as at Tipu (Simmons 2002), it appears 
that large mammals like deer were important to subsistence through the Contact period. 
Meissner (2014) reported the technological systems of the Postclassic projectile points 
and investigated raw material procurement within the Petén lakes region. His analysis of 
projectile points included those from Zacpetén, Quexil, Nixtun-Ch'ich', San Jerónimo II, and 
Tayasal (Meissner 2014).  
3-3-2.3 Portable X-ray Fluorescence Analysis 
X-ray fluorescence (XRF) technology is a non-destructive method to determine the 
elemental composition of materials. Scholars have applied it to examine geochemical source 
attribution for obsidian artifacts in the Maya lowlands (Braswell and Glascock 2002; Cecil et al. 
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2007; Glascock 1998, 2002; Meissner 2014; Moholy-Nagy et al. 2013; Nazaroff et al. 2010). 
Recent advances in XRF technology have made XRF instruments portable and handheld. For this 
study, a portable XRF (pXRF) device, a Bruker Tracer III-SD T3S2570 instrument was loaned to 
us by Bruker Corporation (www.bruker.com). The pXRF instrument was used to analyze 
selected obsidian prismatic blade samples from Tayasal and Nixtun-Ch'ich'. We selected 818 
obsidian blades from Tayasal, including areas of the Main Group, San Bernabé, and Cerro Mo'. 
PXRF analysis was conducted at Queens College, CUNY. Most of the obsidian samples were not 
washed and unmodified; relatively clean and flat areas were selected to fully cover the 
instrument aperture. The instrument was configured to a 40.000keV at 10µA with a green filter 
and I measured each sample for 60 seconds  
Several methodological requirements for pXRF analysis of obsidian include that samples 
must be sufficiently thick to meet 3mm-“infinite depth.” Although some of the blade samples for 
this research were thinner than 3mm, they resulted in an acceptable range of concentration for 
each element. Peak intensities for the K-α and L-α (for thorium) and measured for the following 
elements: manganese (Mn), iron (Fe), rubidium (Rb), strontium (Sr), yttrium (Y), zirconium (Zr), 
niobium (Nb), lead (Pb), and thorium (Th). The results were converted to parts-per-million 
(ppm) and calibrated for the quantitative analysis using the calibration software provided by 
Bruker. 
In order to evaluate the results, I employed multivariate statistical analysis using SPSS 
Statistics. The analysis was conducted using the elements Fe, Rb, Sr, Y, Zr, and Nb because they 
are important geochemical markers for obsidian varied between volcanic sources (e.g., Shackley 
1998). The results were compared to comparative data available from previous studies, such as 
Tikal (Moholy-Nagy et al. 2013), in order to assign provenance sources based on geochemical 
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groupings. Furthermore, the data were compared within the Petén lakes region, including 
Zacpetén (Meissner 2014), Quexil (Meissner 2014), San Jerónimo II (Meissner 2014), Nixtun-
Ch'ich' (Meisnner 2014), and Flores (McArdle 2014). 
3-3-2.4 Miscellaneous Stone Artifacts (Crystal Beads) 
Crystal beads have been most commonly reported from the Mesoamerican Late 
Postclassic period, especially Aztec sites in Central Mexico (Caso 1932; Charlton 1993; Charlton 
et al. 2000; Lopez Lujan 1994). At Zacpetén, a fragment of crystal bead was found in Str. 606B, 
a colonnaded hall in a Postclassic period ceremonial group (Pugh 2001:266). Similar crystal bead 
was found from the burial at Laguna de On, Belize (Sheldon 1998:27). Three crystal fragments 
were collected from the caches at Mayapán (Proskouriakoff 1962:354). Unmodified fragments of 
quartz crystals have been recovered from Nixtun-Ch'ich' and Zacpetén (Pugh 1996). Pugh 
(2001:203) notes that those quartz crystals at Zacpetén mostly appeared near mirror fragments. 
Similarly, this pattern of quartz crystals with mirror fragments was recognized at the Postclassic 
site of Zaculeu in highland Guatemala (Pugh 2001:203, Woodbury and Trik 1953:231).  
It has been noted that rock crystal was worked at Otumba during the Postclassic period 
by Mixtec group and traded into Tenochtitlan (Charlton 1993). At Monte Alban, rock crystal 
beads were found from Tomb 7, one of the richest discoveries in the Americas (Caso 1932). 
Tomb 7 was originally built during the Classic period by the Zapotecs, then reused in the Late 
Postclassic period by the Mixtecs. Thus, crystal beads at Monte Alban resemble those from 
Templo Mayor, Tenochtitlan. Transparent quartz crystal appears to have been considered a 




 Groundstone artifacts are divided into two categories: manos and metates and other 
groundstone tools such as hammerstones, rubbing/smoothing stones, and bark beaters. 
3-3-3.1 Manos and Metates 
Manos and metates are paired grinding tools typically used to grind maize into flour. 
They are usually made of volcanic rocks including basalt, andesite, rhyolite, and quartzite, which 
are harder than limestone (Searcy 2011). These groundstones were likely indispensable 
implements, as they were in modern communities in Central America (Clark 1988) until 
recently—though these tools are now disappearing rapidly. Although manos and metates are 
usually considered domestic in nature, they have decorative and symbolic representations in the 
modern communities (Searcy 2011). They are usually found in broken and fragments and very 
rare to find a complete set of mano and metate. The shape and style of mano and metate vary, 
though complete form and shape are unknown. Metates typically have supporting legs. One 
sample from Tayasal shows a round form with two short legs. Volcanic rocks are not available in 
the Petén lakes region, indicating that they were manufactured in and imported from the 
highlands. 
3-3-3.2 Other Groundstones 
The other category of groundstones includes non-grinding implements. Their use-wear 
indicates that they were used for tasks including smoothing, battering, abrading, polishing, and 
burnishing. These groundstones include unmodified natural cobbles and modified stones that 
have one or more well-worn facets. Most of them are made of fine grain cobbles including 
limestones and spherical or oval in shape. Hammerstones are oval in shape with handle on the 
one side and extensive use-wear on the opposing side. Some of them appear to be stone pestles, 
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Figure 3-3: Bone awls depicted in the codices. A. Madrid Codex, page 79 bottom. B. Madrid Codex, page 99 bottom. C. Codex 
Fejérváry-Mayer, top. All images from http://www.famsi.org/ 
modified form with a handle, likely to grind food. Modern studies display that broken manos are 
used as hammer stones (Clark 1988:94). Smoothers are small, spherical and oval in shape, 
smooth, and well-worn. They are made of fine-grain river cobbles. Bark beaters are thick and 
rectangular in shape. They have deep parallel engraves on one side along the long axis and 
commonly flat on the opposite side. There is a groove on the side to haft a wooden handle. Bark 
beaters are tools to pound a tree bark to make a paper. 
3-3-4 Faunal Materials 
 Faunal or zooarchaeological materials provide evidence to identify animal use and 
consumption including foodways and ritual activities in the past. The distribution of faunal 
remains suggests the extent of reliance on wild games and animal resources for both ceremonial 
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Figure 3-4: Stela 17 from Dos Pilas, showing tinklers 
in red as ritual ornaments. Adapted from Schele 
Collection No. 7301, http://www.famsi.org/ 
and domestic purposes. In addition, the comparison of the spatial distribution of faunal data 
further indicates functional and status difference in animal use. The inhabitants of Tayasal 
utilized animal resources of terrestrial and aquatic (lacustrine and marine) animals. Previous 
excavations demonstrate a large number of marine materials imported to Tayasal (Chase 1983).  
Faunal remains were classified into two groups: unmodified faunal bones and shells and 
modified faunal bones and shells. Modified faunal 
bones and shells include bone and shell tools such 
as bone awls and tinklers. The faunal analysis was 
conducted by Carolyn Freiwald and her students at 
the bioarchaeology laboratory at the University of 
Mississippi (Freiwald and Pugh 2017). 
3-3-4.1 Modified Faunal Bones and Shells 
3-3-4.2 Bone Awls 
Bone awls or perforators were usually made 
from metapodial bones of deer (Proskouriakoff 
1962:373). The needle point is trimmed from the 
epiphysis of the metapodial, sliced down or cut in 
half to make it to the point. Proskouriakoff 
(1962:373) speculates that awls were full width at 
the beginning and later split in two and reshaped. 
Bone awls are very common in Mayapán, and they 
were split deer metapodials (Masson and Peraza 
Lope 2014:302). Bone awls were probably used as 
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Figure 3-5: Tinklers as a pendant in the Madrid Codex, 
page 35. Image from http://www.famsi.org/ 
needles for weaving, as perforators for nose plugging (Masson and Peraza Lope 2014:302-304), 
and for bloodletting (Von Nagy 1997:53). According to the Madrid Codex, weaving needles are 
depicted with one curly end (Figure3-3A); while ritual perforators are drawn with two curly ends 
split into two (Figure 3-3B). The similar images of ritual perforators appears in the Codex 
Fejérváry-Mayer, painted in red on the curly end and white on the rest (Figure 3-3C). Like in the 
Madrid Codex, the rituals in the Codex Borgia seem to involve stabbing the awl into the eyes. 
Since stingray spines, another common ritual perforator, are not common in the Petén lakes 
region, bone awls may have had a wide range of function at Tayasal.  
3-3-4.3 Tinklers 
“Tinklers” are Oliva shell ornaments, having one or two horizontal slits on the surface to 
make a tinkling noise (Proskouriakoff 1962:385). 
In some cases, the shell is perforated near the 
base, possibly to suspend it as pendants or ritual 
ornaments around the waist and the leg 
(Proskouriakoff 1962:385-386; Looper 2009; 
Scherer 2015:91). They commonly appear as 
attire on stela portraits of rulers (Figure 3-4). 
Oliva shells have a long tradition of use as 
tinklers from the Preclassic to Postclassic period 
in the lowland Maya area (Andrews IV 1969; 
Barrera Rubio 1985; Coggins and Shane 1984; 
Isaza Aizpurúa and McAnany 1999:124; Looper 
2009; Masson and Peraza Lope 2014; Moholy-
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Nagy 1963, 1987). Illean Isel Isaza Aizpurúa and Patricia McAnany (1999:122-123) describe 
that these tinklers are rarely found in midden and construction fill; rather, they are frequently 
recovered from burials and caches. They recovered a unique tinkler carved in a skull-shape from 
a late Formative context. However, Coggins and Shane (1984:123) note that skull-shaped 
tinklers of Oliva shell are more frequent later in the Postclassic period in Yucatán. In Madrid 
Codex, simple tinklers or perhaps simply olive shells were worn as beads during the Postclassic 
period (Figure 3-5).  
Matthew Looper (2014:427) discusses that Oliva tinklers as ornament are difficult to 
interpret because of no consistent association to a particular body part. Tinklers are not depicted 
as ornaments in art and not recovered from the pelvic area in burials of the Formative period 
(Looper 2014:427; Isaza Aizpurúa and McAnany 1999:120). In the Classic period, tinklers are 
found in art and burial as a form of musical garnish around the waist worn by elite dancers (e.g., 
Burial 9 at El Zots (Garrido Lopez et al. 2010)). Tinklers were recovered from the burial contexts 
of the Late Classic and Postclassic periods at Tayasal (see Chapter 9C; Chase 1983). 
Oliva shells are marine shells; hence, they were imported to Tayasal. At Mayapán, 
Marilyn Masson and Carlos Peraza Lope (2014:274) suggested that Oliva shells served as 
currency units (see also Freidel et al. 2016). Since faunal analysis in the Petén lakes region is yet 
completed, it would be interesting to see the extent of imported marine shells, specially modified 
Oliva shells in the Petén lakes region. 
3-3-5 Chemical Analysis of Ceramics 
3-3-5.1 Instrumental Neutron Activation Analysis (INAA) 
Instrumental neutron activation analysis (INAA) is a precise and accurate analytical 
technique commonly used on archaeological materials to identify the chemical composition of 
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clay (Bishop and Blackman 2002; Bishop et al. 1998; Blackman and Bishop 2007; Glascock 
1992; Neff 2000). This technique is based on the interaction of neutrons to produce radioactive 
isotopes, which is used to determine the elemental concentration in a sample (Bishop and 
Blackman 2002). Chemical concentrations are calculated by comparing to standards with known 
element concentrations (Glascock 1992). Ceramic compositional groups are constructed by 
quantitative analysis of trace elements (Bishop et al. 1998). INAA is a useful analytical tool to 
address procurement and use of raw materials and finished goods how they arrived (Bishop and 
Blackman 2002). Identifying the “source” of clay used in pottery sherds, we can trace the 
movement of ceramics intra- and inter-regionally, which could infer exchange network. 
Throughout the Postclassic Period in the Petén lakes region, the lacustrine carbonate 
clays were used for the temper of pottery (Cecil 2007; Rice 1987). In order to identify the 
chemical composition of Postclassic ceramics in the Petén lakes region, the INAA analysis is 
useful to reveal locations of local workshops based on chemical similarity within the region. For 
the INAA analysis, 55 fragments of ceramic samples were selected from Tayasal. Of 55 samples 
from Tayasal included 10 samples from the excavation near San Bernabé in western Tayasal, and 
the reminders are from the Main Group in where Group 23 is located. All the samples were 
diagnostic to the Postclassic and Contact periods. In addition, 7 Postclassic ceramic samples 
from Flores were provided through the courtesy of Mario Zetina, who conducted the salvage 
excavation in Flores 2009-2010 (Zetina 2011). Furthermore, one Postclassic ceramic sample 
from Yalain was included by courtesy of Timothy Pugh, who is in charge of artifacts previously 
excavated in Yalain, to the southwest of Lake Petén Itzá.  
A total of 63 ceramic samples were sent to the Smithsonian Center for Material Research 
and Education’s Nuclear Laboratory for Archaeological Research, in order to chemically analyze 
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ceramics samples and to attribute the probable source of production of Postclassic ceramics in 
the Petén lakes region. The INAA analysis was performed by Ronald Bishop at the Smithsonian 
Center. The sampling technique used at the Smithsonian was drilling with a tungsten carbide bit 
(Bishop and Blackman 2007:324). 
After collecting the data of 30 elements, Bishop and the author conducted the 
multivariate statistical analysis on the resulting data in order to identify paste groups. The 
multivariate analysis enables one to quantify the similarities and differences between groups of 
specimens. Compositional data, which had a centroid with 95% confidence interval can be 
viewed as belonging to a distinct homogeneous group within the data (Glascock et al. 2004). The 
data were analyzed by the IBM SPSS Statistics Version 20. 
3-3-5.2 Residue Analysis 
Another chemical analysis was conducted for the detection and identification of organic 
materials, especially the use of cacao (Theobroma) in the residues in ceramic vessels (e.g., 
Loughmiller-Newman 2012; McNeil et al. 2006; Soleri et al. 2013). Mostly Postclassic vessels 
were selected for sampling including fragments of grater bowls and censers. Grater bowls 
(molcajete) were thought to be used to grind spices such as chiles during the Postclassic period 
(Rice 1987:237). Postclassic censers were incense burners burning copal resin (Protinum copal; 
pom) (Pugh and Rice 2009:109). For the residue analysis, twenty ceramic samples were 
chemically analyzed to examine the residue of cacao remains, even for the censer fragments.  
Ceramic samples were excavated from Strs. T52 (13 samples), T53 (5 samples), T97 (1 
sample), and T1114 (1 sample) in Group 23. Seven samples were unwashed fragments of grater 
bowl, which had the grinding surface expected to collect Theobroma. Eighteen samples were the 
red-slipped ceramics including Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red from the Postclassic period 
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and Tinaja Red from the Late to Terminal Classic period. A Postclassic-period censer fragment 
(Mumul Composite) was selected with anticipation of copal incense on the surface. Also, a 
sample of a worked sherd (Augustine Red) was selected for the residue analysis because it had 
black resin on the side. It appears to have been used for smearing or rubbing resin applying to 
something. 
The analysis was conducted by the author and Adam Negrin at the Phytochemistry 
Laboratory of the Lehman College, CUNY, under the direction of Professor Edward J. Kennelly. 
Samples were prepared to extract residues depending on the samples and sizes. Grater bowl 
fragments which were small enough to fit into the 20 mL borosilicate glass viral were extracted 
directly from the sherd. The surface of the large fragments of grater bowls were scraped to 
extract residues using borosilicate glass pipette. Resin on the worked sherd was also scraped to 
extract by the glass pipette. Procedures for extraction of ceramic samples were developed and 
modified from the previous analytical methods for the identification of Theobroma cacao marker 
compounds to expand the range of potential analyses (McNeil et al. 2006; Henderson et al. 2007; 
Negrin 2013; Powis et al. 2011; Washburn et al. 2011). 
The extraction of residues from ceramic samples was conducted in the solution of 70% 
methanol: 29.9%water: 0.1% formic acid and placed in the ultrasonicator bath for 30 minutes in 
order to agitate particles in the samples (Negrin 2013). The extracts were centrifuged for 7 
minutes at 3600rpm, and the resulting supernatants collected in 20mL borosilicate glass vials to 
be dried under nitrogen gas (Negrin 2013). The extracts were filtered with a 0.45 micron PTFE 
filter disk and analyzed using Liquid Chromatograph-Mass Spectrometry (LC-MS) coupled with 
a Time of Flight detector (ToF) or a Triple Quadrupole (TQD) (Negrin 2013). LC-MS analysis 
was focused on detecting marker compounds found in Theobroma cacao which provided good 
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sensitivity for caffeine, theobromine at nano-gram/milliliter concentrations (Negrin 2013). The 
results is not included in this dissertation. 
3-4 Summary 
 The investigation at Tayasal incorporated a multi-component research methods. The 
excavations were focused in the Main Group and the Postclassic-period occupation. In order to 
study architectural forms and spatial distribution of artifacts during the Postclassic period, the 
excavations included test-pitting and horizontal excavations. Laboratory research consisted of 
artifact analyses focusing on the ceramics and supplemented chemical analyses. Chemical 
analyses provide multiple lines of evidence for identifying material sources, which could refer to 
patterns of procurement and exchange networks. Artifacts distribution identified activity areas 
within ceremonial and domestic structures. These patterns of activity areas and artifacts 
distribution represented the material culture of the Itza at Tayasal. The data were compared to 





Ethnohistory of the Itza and Migration Myths 
4-1 16th and 17th-Century Ethnohistoric Accounts  
Grant Jones’s (1998, 2009) ethnohistorical studies of the 16th-through 17th centuries in 
the Petén lakes region shows a complex situation, with occupation by several Maya groups. 
These groups varied to some extent ethnically, socio-politically, and linguistically. The most 
powerful and dominant of them, the “Itza,” resided in the western and southern parts of Lake 
Petén Itzá. The northern and eastern sides of the lake were occupied by the “Kowoj,” the Itza’s 
nemesis. Both the Itza and Kowoj claimed to have migrated from northern Yucatán, Mexico. The 
claimed ancestors of both groups were allied to an elite geopolitically dominant lineage in 
northern Yucatán: the Itza in the east and their rivals, the Xiw, in the west (Edmonson 1982, 
1986; Jones 1998). Since we should expect these ethnohistories to be reflected in their material 
cultures in the Petén lakes region, combining documentary evidence and archaeological material 
should provide a broader understanding of the contexts of relationships in the Late Postclassic 
period. 
Ethnohistories of Maya groups in northern Yucatán derive from indigenous chronicles 
during the Colonial-period 17th century, such as the Books of Chilam Balam. These chronicles 
include prophecy texts of calendrical cycles known as k'atun (running nearly 20 years) and were 
written in the Colonial-period towns by the Maya themselves over a few hundred years 
(Edmonson 1982: xi). The accuracy of these chronicles is questioned because their contents are 
politically biased and they contain problematic calendrical cycles (Rice 2009:23). Chronicles 
from the Itza territory, such as the Tizimin, cover an outline of Yucatán history from the 7th to the 
102 
 
19th centuries, complementary to that of the Itza (Edmonson 1982). On the other hand, chronicles 
from the Xiw territory such as the Chumayel, Maní, and Oxcuzcab, constitute a history hostile to 
the Itza (Edmonson 1986). In these chronicles, the name Itza appears as the people who founded 
and ruled Chich'en Itza (Edmonson 1986). 
Spanish ethnohistoical documents include documentation of the conquest of Yucatán in 
the sixteenth- and seventeenth-centuries. Hernán Cortés and Bernal Díaz del Castillo traveled 
across Petén in 1525 and encountered the Itza for the first time (Jones 1998). Although both 
Cortés and his lieutenant, Díaz reported their expedition in documents, Cortés’ account seems 
more reliable because he wrote upon his return to Mexico City in 1526. He wrote his fifth letter 
(Quinta Carta) to King Charles V to justify his conquest in Mexico, probably based on his diary 
(Cortés 1986; Scholes and Roys 1968). This Fifth Letter contains many information and 
description on the indigenous groups including the Itza on his expedition to Honduras. On the 
other hand, Díaz did not write until 1576 (Scholes and Roys 1968). The book was the narrative 
story of the Spanish conquest based on his expedition with Cortés (Scholes and Roys 1968). 
Although Díaz’s account contains some information that Cortés didn’t include, Frances Scholes 
and Ralph Roys (1968:5) consider that it is less trustworthy than Cortés’s Fifth Letter.  
Juan de Villagutierre Soto-Mayor’s “Historia de la conquista de la provincial de el Itza” 
(1983) was published in Madrid in 1701, utilizing a number of documents about the conquest of 
the Itza from 1529 to 1699 (Jones 1998: xxii; Warren 1973:104-105). Although he never visited 
the Americas, Villagutierre provided the detailed account of Fray Bartolomé de Fuensalida and 
Fray Juan de Orbita, who visited Nojpeten in 1618 and 1619 (Jones 1998). The account of 
Fuensalida and Orbita’s visits to Nojpeten was detailed in the historian López de Cogolludo’s 
“Historia de Yucatán” (1971[1688]) based on Fuensalida’s memoirs of the trip. Jones (1998: 
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xxii) notes that Villagutierre’s book is biased because it was written in order to legitimate the 
conquest of the Itza by the Spaniard, Martín de Ursúa y Arizmendi, under the commission of the 
Council of the Indies in Madrid.  
Another Spanish document referencing the Itza at the time of conquest is the Franciscan 
friar Andrés de Avendaño y Loyola’s “Relation of Two Trips to Peten: Made for the Conversion 
of the Heathen Ytzaex and Cehaches” (1987). Avendaño visited Nojpeten (the Itza capital) in 
1696 and reported his journey to Nojpeten and details of the Itza Maya. His book provided 
details of the Itza territory and their social organization (Avendaño 1987; Jones 1998). He spent 
several days at Nojpeten and met Ajaw Kan Ek' in early 1696. His account is lengthy and 
meticulous; his ethnographic document and Jones’ careful studies of Avendaño’s account are the 
basis of the Itza’s ethnohistory for this dissertation. 
4-2 The Itza and Chich'en Itza 
The Book of Tizimin differentiates the Itza of Chich'en Itza from the Itza of Petén 
(Edmonson 1982: xvi). The Itza in this chronicle were the Itza of Chich'en Itza, one of the 
dominant elite lineage groups in northern Yucatán during the Postclassic and Colonial periods. 
The Itza may have been a collective lineage name which was composed of smaller related 
lineage groups (Rice 2009:29). For example, Edmonson (1982:35n606) describes the Chan 
lineage of Emal as Itza. These Itza were related to the site of Chich'en Itza and characterized as 
“those who speak our language brokenly” (Roys 1967:178). William Ringle, Tomas Gallareta 
Negron, and George Bey (1998:226) considered the Itza as a religious identity like “Christian” or 
“Muslim,” rather than an ethnic identity. The religious Itza were “the militant followers of 
Quetzalcoatl” at Chich'en Itza (Ringle et al. 1998:226). In Spanish documents, the Itza of Petén 
were the Itza who had fled from Chich'en Itza one hundred years before the arrival of the 
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Figure 4-1: Map shows area near Laguna de Términos, which was considered 
where "Putun Maya have originated from. 
Spaniards (Jones 1998:11-12; 
López de Cogolludo 1971, 
vol2:256-257). These Itza were “an 
aggressive, expansionary people, 
justifiably by feared by neighbors” 
(Jones 1998:8). 
Ralph Roys’s Book of 
Chumayel (1967) translated the Itza 
in Yucatán as “foreigners” who 
spoke their language brokenly. 
Alfred Tozzer (1941:20) in his 
translation of Bishop Diego de 
Landa’s “Relación de las cosas de 
Yucatan,” mentions that Roys 
considered the Itza to be Mexicans 
who introduced the Toltec images 
at Chich'en Itza. Later, Roys (1940:37) notes that “Itza” was “one of the most widely distributed 
patronymics in Yucatán.” Although he is skeptical about the Itza being Mexican, Tozzer 
(1941:20) discusses that the Itza may have been originally Mexicans who spoke Chontal Mayan. 
This idea was developed into the so-called “Putun hypothesis” by J. Eric S. Thompson (1970). 
Thompson considered the Itza in Yucatán to be Putun, Chontal-speaking Maya. “Putun” was a 
place name and referred to the people living in the province of Acalan, near Laguna de Términos 
in southern Campeche and Tabasco in the Gulf coast region (Figure 4-1) (Scholes and Roys 
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1968; Roys 1967:115). The Putun spoke a language called Putun-than (than = “language”) or 
Chontal (from chontalli, “foreigner” in the Nahuatl language) (Thompson 1970:5). The Putun 
were characterized as maritime traders with a strong influence of central Mexican culture 
(Thompson 1970). According to Thompson (1970), the Putun/Chontal-Itza settled on the island 
of Cozumel which served as a port at Polé or Ppole (Boot 2005) and then conquered Chich'en 
Itza in 918 CE (Thompson 1970:4). With a strong Mexican influence, they introduced 
Quetzalcoatl-Kukulkan to Chich'en Itza, which led to the introduction of elements of the central 
Mexican (Toltec) architectural style (Jones 1995). These Toltec warrior-merchants from 
highland Mexico (Toltecs) or Chontal-speaking “Putun Maya” from the Gulf coast region 
became a widely accepted image of the Itza (Boot 2005; Kowalski 1989; Roys 1967; Thompson 
1970).  
The Putun hypothesis has been debated by scholars with archaeological and 
iconographical data since the 1970s (Boot 2005; Kowalski 1989; Kremer 1994; Lincoln 1990; 
Schele et al. 1996; Schele and Mathews 1998). In explaining the presence of Toltec imagery at 
Chich'en Itza, Ringle and colleagues (1998) argued that a pan-Mesoamerican “cult” of 
Quetzalcoatl was introduced to Chich'en Itza and other sites in northern Yucatán as a result of 
politico-religious interaction dedicated to Quetzalcoatl/Kukulkan. The Quetzalcoatl cult is 
characterized by 1) a complex of representations for Quetzalcoatl as Feathered Serpent, Venus, 
wind god, and a patron of merchants and leaders, which are associated with shrines, 2) 
pilgrimage to shrines at cult centers as political legitimation, and 3) founding of new cult centers 
through militaristic proselytism (Ringle et al. 1998:185). The cult spread out to the Basin of 
Mexico, the Gulf Coast, and northern Yucatán through mercenaries, pilgrimages, and political 
alliances, thereby introducing the “Toltec” images into Chich'en Itza. Chich'en Itza served as the 
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cult center and the eastern network node during the Terminal Classic period (700-1000 CE). 
Since the “Toltec” images at Tula existed before the Tollan phase (950-1200 CE), Ringle and 
colleagues (1998) argue that Tula was a donor culture for the “Toltec” Chich'en Itza. 
Who are the Itza? Where did they come from? The Itza are particularly associated with 
Chich'en Itza (“mouth (chi) of the well (ch'en) of the Itza”) (Rice 2009:28). When the Itza of 
Petén were conquered in 1697, the Itza lord, Ajaw Kan Ek' told the Spaniards that his ancestors 
were from Chich'en Itza in Yucatán and they still associate themselves with the province of 
Yucatán (Jones 1998:11). This suggests that the Itza of Petén were descended from northern 
Yucatán, if not specifically from Chich'en Itza. The chronicle of the Tizimin started at K'atun 8 
Ajaw (672-692 CE) when the Itza established Chich'en Itza, though Munro Edmonson (1982:3) 
considers that date to be mythical. The chronicle of Chumayel, which is of the Xiw, gives K'atun 
6 Ajaw (692-711 CE) for “the appearance of the Chichen Itza” (Edmonson 1986:51). Prudence 
Rice (2009:39, 50n2) suggests that this discrepancy in dates for the establishment of Chich'en 
Itza could be due to the use of different calendars: the Tikal Calendar (K'atun 8 Ajaw for the 
k'atun termination date) and the Campeche Calendar (K'atun 6 Ajaw for the beginning of the 
next k'atun) (see Edmonson 1982, 1986, and 1988, for another explanation for k'atun conflict).  
Landa (Tozzer 1941:22-23) describes the Itza as the inhabitants of Chich'en Itza who 
were ruled by a great man named “Kukulkan.” The Kukulkan (or Kukulcan) came from the west 
and returned to Mexico where he was known as Quetzalcoatl (Tozzer 1941:22-23). Kukulkan, 
meaning “feathered serpent” in Maya and known as Quetzalcoatl in Nahua, represented a 
personage or deity that founded Chich'en Itza and Mayapán (Kowlaski 2008). Kukulkan (or 
Quetzalcoatl) appears widely in Mesoamerican foundation myths (Carrasco 1982; Ringle et al. 
1998; Kowalski 2008). The arrival of Kukulkan at Chich'en Itza has also been a topic of debate, 
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Figure 4-2: Southern lowland locations where the logographs of Kan Ek' (or 
Kanek') appeared on ceramic vessels or monuments 
concerning whether it came along with the Itza or after the Itza (Boot 2005). Thompson 
(1954:118) argues that the Itza led by Kukulkan conquered Chich'en Itza in K'atun 4 Ajaw (987 
CE), introducing Toltec architecture and images. As we have seen earlier, “Toltec” Chich'en 
flourished before Tula’s Tollan phase (950-1200 CE) (Ringle et al. 1998).  
“Itza” has been identified as an ethnic marker or ethnonym. In addition, Erik Boot 
(2005:12, 37) notes that “Itza” could be interpreted as a toponym: “Enchanted ('itz) Water (-
(h)a')” or “itz territory (-a')” referred to a location. According to Boot (2005:37), “Enchanted 
Water” could refer to “any of the lakes in the central southern Maya lowlands including the 
Petén lakes region.” This hypothesis of a central southern Maya lowlands origin has been 
supported by hieroglyphic texts of the nominal phrase, “Kan Ek'” on ceramic vessels and 
inscriptions on carved stone monuments from the Late Classic period (Boot 2005; Schele et al. 
1996). According to Boot (2005:39-49), the logographs of Kan Ek' or Kanek' appeared on 
ceramic vessels from Xultun and Ucanal and monuments at Ceibal, Pusilha, and Yaxchilan, 
which are all located in the southern 
lowlands (Figure 4-2). The earliest 
date for these carved monuments is 
593 CE from Pusilha, while the 
latest date 849 CE (Boot 2005:41-
46). 
“Kan/can/chan” means 
serpent, four, and sky, while “ek'” 
signifies “star” and “black” in 
Mayan (Barrera Vásquez 1980). 
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Figure 4-3: Map of Yucatan Peninsula. 
“Kan Ek'” could mean “Serpent Star” or “Sky Star,” as well as “Venus” (Milbrath 2000:35). 
“Kan Ek’” has been considered a royal name or hereditary title associated with the Itza and 
Chich'en Itza (Boot 1995, 1997, 2005; Schele and Mathews 1998). When Hernán Cortés 
(1976:241) visited Tayza or Nojpeten, the capital of the Itza in Petén, in 1525, he met a ruler 
named Kan Ek'. Likewise, the last lord of the Itza in 1697 was known as Ajaw Kan Ek' (Jones 
1998:11). Jones (1998:80-81) suggested Kan as a matronym and Ek' as a patronym that was 
passed along over generations, as Kan Ek' becomes a double name relating to both mother and 
father. The lord name of Kan Ek' could have been a royal name with the royal Itza matronym 
Kan and the royal Itza patronym Ek'. In 18th century documents in the Itza region, surnames 
included Ek' and Kanek' as a compound but non-royal name (Jones 1998:82). Whether “Itza” 
signified a toponym, a 
collective lineage group, 
or a religious identity, 
epigraphic research has 
revealed the presence of 
the nominals “Itza” and 
“Kan Ek'” in the central 
southern Maya lowlands 
during the Late Classic 
period (Boot 2005). 
As mentioned, the 
Itza might have been 
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toponym as well as a reference to the people named Ah Itza. Then, “Chich'en Itza” means “the 
mouth of the well of the Itza” (Boot 2005:91), in which case “Itza” functions as an ethnonym 
(Boot 2005:91) “The mouth of the well” is most likely the large cenote, known as the “Cenote de 
Sacrificios” at Chich'en Itza. Later, the city at the mouth of the well was named “Chich'en Itza” 
after this cenote, when a group of Itza “discovered” the city (see later discussion). 
Chich'en Itza is located in the eastern portion of the modern state of Yucatán, Mexico 
(Figure 4-3). Ethnohistorical documents describe the Itza as the founders of the city of Chich'en 
Itza in the Terminal Classic period (see later discussion). Chich'en Itza is generally dated to the 
Terminal Classic to Early Postclassic periods, after the so-called southern Maya “collapse.” 
Landa (Tozzer 1941:19-23) 
describes the history of Chich'en 
Itza in his time (circa 1566). 
Chich'en Itza has been divided into 
“Old” and “New” Chich'en 
(Lincoln 1990; Piña Chan 1980:13-
32; Tozzer 1957) (Figure 4-4). 
Located in the northern precinct, 
the Great Platform where structures 
are built in the “Toltec” style is 
referred to as “New Chich'en,” 
while the south of the Great 
Platform where structures are built 




Figure 4-5: 16th-century political geography showing the Itza-Xiw boundary. Adapted from Edmonson 1986: ii. 
as “Old Chich'en.” At Old Chich'en, inscriptions date from about 800-998 CE, whereas New 
Chich'en lacked hieroglyphic inscriptions. According to the chronicles, Chich'en Itza was 
“destroyed” several times during the Terminal Classic to the Early Postclassic: in a K'atun 8 
Ajaw (948 CE), K'atun 9 Ajaw (1059 CE), and K'atun 8 Ajaw (1204 CE). Rice (2009:29) 
suggests that these destructions were ritual terminations due to the end of the seating of a may 
(details below). Although constructions likely ceased around the turn of millennium (Andrews et 
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al. 2003:152), Chich'en Itza continued to be occupied by groups of the Itza and served as a 
symbolic and religious place, with the sacred cenote serving as a pilgrimage destination until the 
Colonial period (Edmonson 1982). 
4-3 The Itza and Kokom 
 As mentioned, the Itza appear to have been a collective lineage group composed of 
related lineages (Rice 2009:29) spread along the eastern side of the peninsula when the Spaniards 
encountered them. Edmonson (1982: x, 1986: ii) drew an Itza-Xiw boundary line on the political 
geography map after Roy (1943 [1972]) (Figure 4-5). According to the map, the Itza territory 
includes provinces of Aj Kin Chel, Chab Le, Chetumal, Chikinchel, Cochuah, Cozumel, Kupul, 
Ecab, Hocaba, Petén, Sotuta, Tases, Uaymil, and a part of Cehpech and Tutul Xiu; while the Xiw 
territory includes Aj Kanul, Canpech, Chakan, Champutun, Tixchel, and a part of Cehpech and 
Tutul Xiw. Roys (1957:4) identified more than 250 patronyms from the colonial records, and 
these patronyms constituted a lineage group, called ch'ib'al in Yucatek. One of the major 
lineages and ruling families of the Itza was the Kokom (Cocom). The Kokom were the ruling 
family of Sotuta province after the fall of Mayapán and appear in various documents (Edmonson 
1982, 1986; López de Cogolludo 1971; Roys 1957). The Kokom may have been descended from 
a royal family at Chich'en Itza; the patronym “Kokom” was identified as “K'ul Kokom” (Holy 
Kokom) on the inscriptions of the lintel at Ak'ab Dzib' at Chich'en Itza (Grube and Stuart 
1987:8-10; Ringle 1990:235). Since this lintel dates to 10.2.0.0.0 (869 CE) (Grube and Stuart 
1987:8), we have evidence that the Kokom were present at Chich'en Itza before its fall. Other 




 The Kokom was one of the most powerful families by the Colonial period, and they 
claimed that they were “the Kings of Yucatán” and descended from Kukulkan (Quetzalcoatl) 
(quoting Torquemada in Tozzer 1941:23n126). Na Chi Kokom (later Juan Kokom) was the lord 
(jalach winik) of Sotuta before the conquest. He ferociously resisted the Spaniards, but was 
eventually baptized and became Bishop Landa’s informant. Landa relays that Na Chi Kokom 
“showed him a book which had belonged to his grandfather, a son of the Cocom who had been 
killed at Mayapán” (Tozzer 1941:43-46). Thus, Na Chi Kokom was a direct descendant of the 
lord of the Kokom during the Mayapán time. When the two Franciscan friars, Juan de Orbita and 
Bartolomé de Fuensalida, traveled to Petén in 1619 CE (López de Cogolludo 1971: Bk9, Ch12, 
P250), they met a cacique named Kokom (Cocom) with two “captains” Ajaw Ppuc and Ah Cha 
Tappol. This suggests that the family name, Kokom existed in Petén in the 17th century. 
 The Kokom appear to have founded Mayapán, led by Kukulkan after the collapse of 
Chich'en Itza (Tozzer 1941:23-23n129) along with the Xiw of Uxmal. This played an important 
role in the founding of the “League of Mayapán.” According to Landa (Tozzer 1941:26), 
Kukulkan departed Mayapán and returned to Mexico. After the departure of Kukulkan, the 
Kokom became the dominant power “because it was the most ancient or the richest family, or 
because at this time he who was at the head of it was a man of the greatest worth” (Tozzer 
1941:26). As with Tozzer (1941:26n141), much of Landa’s information was from his intimate, 
Juan (Na Chi) Kokom: thus, the importance of the Kokom family may have been overstated. 
However, during the Xiw-led revolt against the Kokom (details below), they lost the main noble 
families and reputation and moved to the Sotuta province east of Mayapán (Figure 4-3). Some of 
the Kokom may have moved to Petén, where their related Itza groups had already established the 
capital of Nojpeten after the fall of Chich'en Itza. 
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 It has been noted that earlier Spanish writers mention the Kokom in association with 
Mayapán, while indigenous texts such as the books of Chilam Balam do not associate the Kokom 
with Mayapán; instead, they frequently refer to the Itza (Roys 1962:81; Rice 2009:29). Roys 
(1962:81; see also Rice 2009:29) suggests that the Kokom rulers of Mayapán considered 
themselves to be Itza until the Xiw’s revolt in K'atun 1 Ajaw (1382-1402 CE), in which most of 
the Kokom rulers were killed by the Itza. After the revolt, some of the Itza were spread out to 
Chak'an Putun, Chich'en Itza, and Petén. Others who still called themselves Itza remained near 
Chich'en Itza, Petén, and in other towns of northern Yucatán. Rice (2009:29) speculates that “the 
Kokom remaining in Yucatán might have wished to avoid association with the Itza identifier.” 
Indigenous documents from the Xiw reflect their hostility to the Kokom/Itza, as the Xiw 
intentionally used the name “Itza” for all members of the Itza faction including the Kokom. 
Alternatively, the major informant Juan Kokom shared accounts of the honorary Kokom, instead 
of the Itza, with the Spaniards (Rice 2009:29). 
4-4 Mayapán 
 Located in northwestern Yucatán, Mayapán was the last great city of the northern 
lowland Maya during the Late Postclassic period (Figure 4-3). The city was enclosed by a stone 
wall, and another wall may have enclosed the central precinct (Masson and Peraza Lope 2014). 
Due to this, Mayapán was called Tankaj Mayapán (“Walled Mayapán,” Edmonson (1982:143), 
“capital” or “front town,” or “Ichpa” (“within the enclosures”) in the chronicles (Tozzer 
1941:25n131, 26). Recent studies show that the city of Mapapán extended beyond the wall 
(Masson and Peraza Lope 2014; Russell 2008). Mayapán was characterized by the joint 
government (mul tepal) or the “League of Mayapán” dominated by the Xiw of Uxmal and the 
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Itza of Chich'en Itza, though it is unclear to what degrees these ruling groups were sharing power 
at Mayapán.  
The “founding” of Mayapán remains unknown since various indigenous documents offer 
different dates and different groups, but K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE) is generally agreed to be 
the beginning of “may seat” at Mayapán, probably by the Kokom (Tozzer 1941:24n129). The 
calendrical “may” cycle is discussed in the next chapter with Maya cosmology. In brief, a may 
cycle likely lasted for 256 years as a ritual seat in a particular city in Postclassic northern 
Yucatán (see Chapter 5 for critiques). The city which was assigned to be the seat of the may 
became the religious capital in that region (see details in Chapter 5). Because archaeological 
evidence indicates the small occupation of Mayapán in the Terminal Classic period with Puuc-
style architecture and ceramics (Milbrath and Peraza Lope 2003), Mayapán gained power after 
K'atun 8 Ajaw. It is also thought that the Puuc elements are associated with the presence of the 
Xiw from Uxmal in the Puuc region, along with carved stelae (Milbrath and Peraza Lope 2003; 
Ringle and Bey 2001). In contrast, the serpent temples focused on Kukulkan are associated with 
the Kokom and their Chich'en Itza connection (Tozzer 1941:24n129). 
According to various documents, Mayapán’s founding and ending episodes both overlap 
and contradict. The main narrative is that the ruler of Mayapán, Hunak Keel (Hunac Ceel) with 
seven “foreign Mexican captains” (Roys 1967:177) organized a conspiracy or treachery against 
Chich'en Itza in a K'atun 8 Ajaw, overthrowing the Itza rain priest of Chich'en Itza, Chaak Xib 
Chaak. This resulted in depopulation and destruction of Chich'en Itza. Some accounts record the 
founding of Mayapán after the destruction of Chich'en Itza in K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE). In 




Edmonson (1986) places Hunak Keel as the Xiw governor of Uxmal, while the Itza 
governor of Mayapán was Mex Cuc, who appears to have been thrown into the sacred cenote at 
Chich'en Itza by Hunak Keel in K'atun 8 Ajaw (1441-1461). In retaliation for the killing of the 
Itza, the governor of Chich'en Itza, Xib Chaak went to Izamal (in Itza territory) to support a 
candidate, Hapay Kan, for the next governorship at Izamal. However, a conspiracy by Hunak 
Keel placed Kan Ul as governor of Izamal, and Hapay Kan was sacrificed. Hunak Keel, the main 
protagonist in these episodes, “might not be an individual name but instead a chiefly title held by 
the ruler of Izamal province” in the same way that “Kan Ek'” or “Tutul Xiw” served as both 
name and title (Rice 2009:50n7). 
The Kokom were dominant in the Mayapán’s confederacy, strengthening their power at 
the beginning of the Mayapán era. They ceased erecting carved stelae and increased the use of 
effigy censers, which are evident in the archaeological record (Peraza Lope et al. 2006). In 
K'atun 8 Ajaw (1441-1461) the League of Mayapán collapsed under the fallout of religious and 
political disunity between the confederated Itza and Xiw, probably led by Hunak Keel of the 
Xiw. After the fall of Mayapán, the Kokom seated the may in Sotuta, the Xiw in Maní, the Chel 
in Tecoh, and Aj Kanul to the northwest coast naming the province Aj Kanul after themselves 
(Figure 4-5) (Tozzer 1941:41n206, 32:171). 
4-5 The Xiw and Kowoj 
 The enemy of the Itza of Petén, the Kowoj, as we have seen, claimed their affiliation to a 
patrilineage group (or ch'ib'al) called the Xiw in the northern Yucatán (Jones 1998:18). The Xiw 
(or Xiu) appear in the writings of Chilam Balam as in the western Yucatán (Edmonson 1982, 
1986; Roys 1967). The Xiw were generally regarded as “foreigners”: “Tutul” Xiw or “Toltec” 
Xiw. Various Relaciones de Yucatán (1898, 1900), including Landa’s (Tozzer 1941), mention 
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Tutul Xiw as a Mexican name. They claimed to be Toltecs from Tula, the direct descendants of 
tz'unun or uitzitzillin (hummingbird) with companion, nicte or xuchit (flower) (Edmonson 
1986:37). Tozzer (1941:30n159), according to Spinden, notes that Xiw derives from the Nahuatl 
word, xiuhtotol (“turquoise bird”) (see also Cortez 2002:203-204, for the Mexican connection to 
the Tutul Xiw).  
The books of Chilam Balam relay that the Xiw originated from a mythical place called 
“Zuyua” or “Suyua” (Edmonson 1982:5n18; Roys 1957:12). Edmonson (1982:220, 1986:309) 
translates the word “Zuyua” as “bloody water” in Nahuatl. Likewise, the Xiw frequently had 
surnames which could be associated with Nahuatl, such as Nahuat or Cuat (Rice 2009:36). It is 
unknown whether they are foreign to Yucatán. In general, lineage groups in Yucatán claim their 
origins in a mythical place name which is assumed to be a Nahuatl-derived toponym located in 
central Mexico (Restall 2001, 2006). The mythical place name “Zuyua” often appears in several 
sources associated with the foundation of lineages (Edmonson 1982, 1986; Roys 1933; Tedlock 
1985). Although Zuyua has long been considered to be a mythological origin place, some 
scholars have attempted to identify the location of Zuyua in central Mexico (Coe 1993; 
Edmonson 1982; Roys 1933; Sharer 1994; Thompson 1970), in Tabasco (Carmack 1981; Okoshi 
Harada 1993; Tedlock 1985), or in central Petén region (Jones 1998). Matthew Restall 
(2006:275), however, argues that Zuyua is “a plausible Yucatec toponym” which has no 
association with Nahuatl. Jones (1998:7) notes that Itza rulers referred to their territory as Suyuja 
Petén Itza, “Whirlpool of the Province of Sacred-Substance Water.” This “Suyuja,” he considers, 
is possibly related to “Zuyua.” In the Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel, “Zuyua” seems to be 
used as a symbolic reference to their Mexican origin in Yucatán (Jones 1998:428n8; Roys 
1943:151). Thus, Jones (1998:428n8) concludes that “(t)he association of Yucatecan elites with 
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Suyua or Suyuja, however, probably refers not literally to their Mexican origins but simply to 
their historical legitimacy as rulers.” Alternatively, Tozzer (1941:30n159) notes the arrival of the 
Tutul Xiw, according to the Relación de Mama (De la Garza 1:161), “from the west,” likely 
Champotón or Chontal-speaking region of Tabasco.  
The arrival of the Tutul Xiw in Yucatán is not mentioned in the Chilam Balam of 
Chumayel. However, the Chilam Balam of Tizimin places their arrival in the last year of a K'atun 
13 Ajaw (770 CE) (Edmonson 1982:5). Likewise, the book of Maní (from Xiw territory) dates it 
to the end of K'atun 8 Ajaw (692 CE), after which they founded the city of Uxmal in K'atun 2 
Ajaw (731-751 CE). Since the presence of Puuc-style architecture and pottery are associated 
with the western Cehpech sphere, it is suggested that the Xiw were present at Mayapán before 
the confederation with the Itza (Rice 2009:30). Rice (2009:39-40) speculates that the Chumayel, 
which mentions the Itza more than the Tizimin does, was written by an Itza-faction allied with 
the Xiw in Chumayel, as opposed to the Maní, which was written by the Tutul Xiw. 
As noted earlier, the Kowoj appear in the book of Chumayel as “the guardians of the east 
gate” at Mayapán (Roys 1967:68). Moreover, a Kowoj leader in Petén told the Spaniards that 
“their ancestors had migrated from Mayapán at the time of the conquest of Yucatán” (Jones 
1998:11). Jones (2009:61) suggests that the Kowoj were an independent political group in the 
Xiw-controlled Maní province and migrated to Petén to join the sympathetic group who had 
already established the settlement after in-migrating to Petén at the fall of Mayapán. 
4-6 The Kokom (the Itza) versus the Tutul Xiw 
 To understand the enmity between the Itza and Kowoj in Petén, it is necessary to examine 
the relationship between their stated ancestors in Yucatán. Andrew Hofling (2009) compared the 
Yukateko language of the Chilam Balam of Tizimin and Chumayel and found a slight dialectal 
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difference between the Itza (the Kokom) and Xiw, which could have been “mutually intelligible” 
(Hofling 2009:77). Since the dialects used in these books were formal and thus conservative, 
there may have been more differences in the spoken usages of these two dialects (Hofling 
2009:77). However, despite distinct sociopolitical identities, only a slight linguistic difference 
was identified. 
Although the Kokom and Xiw shared rule at Mayapán, their relations were rather hostile. 
Several episodes related in various ethnohistoric documents demonstrate their enmity. For 
example, the Xiw revolted against the Kokom in a K'atun 1 Ajaw (1382-1402 CE) when the 
Kokom invited more foreign allies from Tabasco, including the Aj Kanul (Roys 1962:46; Tozzer 
1941:61). The Xiw killed all the Kokom nobles, except one who was away for the long-distance 
trade of cacao (Tozzer 1941:36-37). This revolt is supported by archaeological evidence: 
radiocarbon samples of burned human bones from mass graves at Mayapán dated within 1200-
1394 CE (Peraza Lope et al. 2006). The mass graves appear to be from another episode of 
warfare between the Kokom and Xiw in K'atun 9 Ajaw (1303-1323 CE) (Peraza Lope et al. 
2006). In addition to burning the mass graves during the revolt, structures in the ceremonial 
precinct and Itzmal Chen (another ceremonial group within the wall) were burned and 
abandoned (Peraza Lope et al. 2006). The Xiw revolt in K'atun 1 Ajaw resulted in out-migration 
of some Xiw to Champotón (Roys 1962:45) and probably to Petén. At Mayapán, the Xiw 
became the dominant power after the revolt. 
The Kokom-Xiw enmity continued for many years after the collapse of Mayapán. Many 
accounts describe a notorious incident that occurred in 1536: the massacre of Otzmal (Roys 
1957: 63-66, 1962: 47-48, 1967:138; Tozzer 1941:54-56). A severe drought across the Yucatán 
peninsula in 1535 resulted in a famine in 1536. The lord of Maní, the territory of Tutul Xiw, was 
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Ah Na Pot Couoh (or Na Pot Xiw) started on a pilgrimage to the sacred cenote at Chich'en Itza to 
make an offering to the rain-god. Because the pilgrimage required passing through Kokom 
territory in Sotuta (Figure 4-5), the Xiw secured safe passage from the Kokom, and some 40 
nobles stopped at Otzmal, Sotuta province. The Kokom lord in Sotuta, Na Chi Kokom provided 
the Xiw a place to stay there with entertainment, then set a fire that night killing the Xiw nobles. 
Although accounts generally conclude with the massacre of all the Xiw nobles, Morley 
(1920:479) notes that Na Ahau Pech and Ah Na Pot Couoh escaped, according to the Chilam 
Balam of Oxcutzcab. Rice (2009:46) suggests that the surviving lord, Ah Na Pot Couoh (a 
Kowoj patronym), may have moved to Petén after the massacre. Ah Na Pot Couoh (Xiw) is 
depicted in the “Coat of Arms” of the Xiw in Cogolludo’s Historia de Yucatán (1957:153, 
adapted in Morley 1920:472, Fig.73).  
Landa’s informant, Na Chi Kokom’s great-grandfather, escaped from the Xiw revolt in 
K'atun 1 Ajaw at Mayapán (Tozzer 1941:43n216). Another informant was Gaspar Antonio Chi, 
or Gaspar Antonio Xiw, whose father was killed in the 1536 massacre at Otzmal. Gaspar 
Antonio’s uncle was the lord of Xiw, Na Pot Couoh/Xiw, who also killed by the Kokom at 
Otzmal. It is historically significant that two of Landa’s informants were both the descendants of 
dominant families at Mayapán. 
After the 1536 massacre, the Xiw became allied to the Spaniards, in contrast to the 
Itza/Kokom who persisted in opposition to the Spanish for many years (Jones 1998:18-19). By 
allying with Spanish Colonial authority, the Xiw consolidated their local power in Yucatán. 
Before the conquest, the Kokom of Sotuta were allied with the Kupul of Chich'en Itza’s vicinity 
and Aj Kanul of the northwest coast, while the Xiw of Maní and Uxmal were allied with the 
Chel of Tecoh near Izamal, the Pech of Motul, and possibly some of the Kupul near Chich'en 
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Itza (Figure 4-5) (Tozzer 1941:41n206). These alliances reflect the historical east-west division 
of the political geography, probably as early as the Terminal Classic period in the peninsula 
(Rice 2009:33-34; Robles Castellanos and Andrews 1986:91). 
 In sum, the enmity between the Itza/Kokom and Xiw in northern Yucatán had a long 
history and persisted down to their descendants in the Petén lakes region between the Itza and 
Kowoj. This historical enmity provides the basis for each group’s strong desire to exhibit a 
legitimized identity in the Petén lakes region. In so doing, we expect that they would have 
demonstrated how their own identity differentiated them from one another in material culture. 
4-7 Itza Migrations in Ethnohistorical Documents 
Indigenous texts such as Chilam Balam books included chronicles, historical narratives, 
and mythological accounts of group foundation. “Migration” is one of the central themes of the 
present research: The Itza of Petén used mythical migration accounts to connect to their mythical 
ancestors at Chich'en Itza. In this section, I present migration accounts of the Itza, which were 
described in both indigenous and Spanish documents. Many books of the Chilam Balam were 
compiled no earlier than the late 17th century (Roys 1967:5). Original documents were supposed 
to have been written during the early Colonial period from the 16th and 17th centuries and more 
European materials were added to the original lore in newer compilations (Roys 1967). Focusing 
on migration accounts should reveal perplexing and chronologically inconsistent myths in the 
indigenous chronicles. Also, each lineage family appears to legitimize their ethnic authority, 
differentiating themselves from their rival families. I will compare the migration myths of the 
Itza in the documents of the Itza and Xiw. 
Chronicles describe several migration streams of the Itza during and prior to the 
Postclassic period. As mentioned, the chronicles open with the “discovery” of Chich'en Itza by 
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the Itza in K'atun 8 Ajaw (672-692 CE) (Edmonson 1982:3) or K'atun 6 Ajaw (692-711 CE) 
(Edmonson 1986:51). Although the “homeland” of the Itza in the Classic period has not been 
identified yet, some have proposed the southern Maya lowlands, if not the Petén lakes region, 
based on several references to the rulers’ name of the Itza and possible hereditary title Kan Ek' 
(see section 4-2, “The Itza and Chich'en Itza”) (Boot 1995, 1997, 2005). Because of the 
discovery of Chich'en Itza, groups of the Itza left the southern lowlands and headed north in this 
period. Linda Schele, Nikolai Grube, and Erik Boot (1998; see also Boot 2005; Schele and 
Mathews 1998) suggested that this population movement occurred as an exodus due to increased 
warfare and a power shift from large centers to small local centers in the southern Maya 
lowlands around 650-675 CE. These migration movements resulted in the founding and settling 
of the great site of Chich'en Itza in northern Yucatán. 
One of the Itza migration streams from the southern lowlands is described in the Tizimín 
as well as the migration of the Tutul Xiw. In the Tizimín, a lineage group of the Itza “discovered” 
the place called Tzukub'te' Siyan Kan in K'atun 4 Ajaw (711 CE) (Boot 2005:92-95). Boot 
(2005:93) identifies the location of Tzukub'te' Siyan Kan by referencing the passage in the Maní 
(Craine and Reindorp1979:134-135), which mentions that “the discovery of Tzukub'te' Siyan 
Kan, that is, B'ak'halal” (translation by Boot). B'ak'halal means “surrounded by reed” (Boot 
2005:93), which is a modern town of Bacalar near Chetumal in Quintana Roo (Figure 4-3). The 
Maní mentions that the Itza ruled Bacalar for 60 years then left to “discover” Chich'en Itza in 
K'atun 13 Ajaw (771 CE) (Boot 2005:93-94). 
Another group of Itza was migrating to the north at the same time as others founded 
Bacalar. The second chronicle of the Chumayel mentions two different migrations of the Itza to 
northern Yucatán, which appear to have taken place over a sixty-year period from K'atun 8 Ajaw 
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or 6 Ajaw (672-711 CE) until they arrived Chich'en Itza in K'atun 4 Ajaw (711-731 CE). These 
migrations were characterized as the “Great Descent” or noh emal, and the “Small (or Little) 
Descent” or tz'e emal (Boot 1997a, 2005; Schele and Mathews 1998). Alfredo Barrera Vásquez 
and Sylvanus Morley (1949), Boot (1997b, 2005), and Roys (1967) read these two different 
descents following Friar Bernardo de Lizana (1995: Bk1, Ch3, Pp61), who associated the Great 
Descent with the west and the Small Descent with the east. Lizana wrote on the religious life of 
the Maya in northern Yucatán during the early 17th century:  
“They (the priests) know that the inhabitants came in part from the west, in part from the east and thus 
they call in their own language the east different from what it is now called. At the present time they 
call the east likin which means ‘where the sun rises above us.’ And the west they call chikin, that is 
‘the fall or end of the sun’ or ‘where it hides itself from us.’ But in the olden times they called the east 
cenial (dze-emal), ‘the little descent’ and the west nohenial (noh-emal), ‘the great descent.’ And it is a 
fact that they say that from the east there came to this land but few people and from the west a good 
many…whoever they may have been.” (Cited in Tozzer 1941:16n94) 
Cogolludo, who later summarized Lizana’s writing, mentioned that some came from the west 
and others from the east: the groups from the west came with Itzamná, a creator god (Boot 
2005:98; López de Cogolludo 1971: Vol 1, 233). This reminds us that the Kukulkan came from 
the west, as described by Landa (Tozzer 1941:22-23).  
Thompson (1970:11) associated the eastern location from which the “Small Descent” 
started with the port of Polé or Ppol, which is located on the coast across from Cozumel Island 
(Figure 4-3). Ppol was considered to be the port through which people pass to and from Cozumel 
(Thompson 1970:11). Nevertheless, Bacalar could be the location of “the east” from which the 
Small Descent arrived, and they were the same groups of the Itza who discovered Bacalar in 
K'atun 4 Ajaw. 
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 Following a passage discussing the Great Descent and Small Descent, the Chumayel 
describes four geographic areas the Itza migrated after leaving Chich'en Itza. Boot (2005:99-109) 
translates and associates these passages about the four divisions of the land with the locations the 
groups left. Four locations are associated with the cardinal directions: K'in Kolah Petén in the 
east, Na' Kokob' in the north, Holtún Suywá(h) in the west, and Kanhek' Witz B'olonte Witz in 
the south (though “south” is not mentioned in the Chumayel) (Boot 2005:96). Although Boot 
(2005) could not identify the three locations of east, north, and west, he discusses the location of 
the south in length. It has been suggested that Kanhek' Witz B'olonte Witz in the south is around 
Lake Petén Itza (Brinton 1882:184) or Salinas de los Nueve Cerros, which is located along the 
Chixoy River, southwest of the Petén lakes region (Figure 4-3) (Barrera Vásquez and Morley 
1949; Roys 1967:64n3, 139n5; Thompson 1970:23). “Kanhek' Witz” could be read as “Kanek' 
Witz”: the name or hereditary title, Kan Ek', for Kanek', and hill or mountain for Witz (Boot 
2005:99-100). “B'olonte Witz” means nine mountains, which could be read as “Volonteviz,” 
which refers to Salinas de los Nueve Cerros (Boot 2005:101). Based on the similarity of 
ceramics from Salinas de los Nueve Cerros and the Central Petén by Brian Dillon (1977:51), 
Boot (2005:102) places B'olonte Witz as the site of Salinas de los Nueve Cerros.  
Evidence from the chronicles suggests that the migration of the Great Descent involved a 
large movement of peoples from the southern lowlands further north and west, while the Small 
Descent involved fewer people possibly through the port of Ppol. The possible migration through 
Ppol resulted in reaching Cetelac, southeast of Chich'en Itza (Figure 4-3) (Boot 2005:107; 
Edmonson 1986:87; Roys 1967:72). Both episodes evidentially resulted in the “discovery” of 
Chich'en Itza with a mass movement of peoples out of the Petén core and contributed to the 
increasing occupation of the northern lowlands during the 6th to 10th century. 
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Chich'en Itza was ruled for 256 years from 692 to 948 CE as the Itza may seat and then 
ritually terminated in K'atun 8 Ajaw (Edmonson 1982). This K'atun 8 Ajaw-date (928-948 CE) 
seems relatively early for the fall of Chich'en Itza; in fact, the episode of the destruction of 
Chich'en Itza by Hunac Keel is considered to have occurred in another K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-
1204 CE). As we have seen, Chich'en Itza was ritually terminated at least three times as the 
ending of a may seat. It appears that some groups of the Itza left Chich'en Itza after the first 
ending of a may seat in the earlier K'atun 8 Ajaw (948 CE), while other groups of the Itza 
remained at Chich'en Itza. Chronicles describe how the Itza abandoned Chich'en Itza and went 
back to Chak'an Putun (“Savannah of the Putun”), which was their “homeland” (Edmonson 
1982). This is another migration episode of the Itza.  
Chak'an Putun is frequently mentioned in the chronicles as a retreat place/homeland after 
several incidents. The location of Chak'an Putun has been debated by many scholars. Edmonson 
Figure 4-6: Political geography of Petén Lakes region during the 17th Century, based on Rice and Rice (2018) 
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(1982:6n44), Roys (1967:136n2), Thompson (1970:15), Tozzer (1941:18n101), and many others 
place Chak'an Putun as Champoton (Champutun), the modern day “Champotón” in southern 
Campeche (Figures 4-1 and 4-3) (Boot 2005:148). Boot (2005:148) suggests that this is because 
Chak'an Putun was written as “Chan putun” in the Maní (Barrera Vásquez and Morley 1949:32), 
and was incorrectly copied by Don Pedro Pío Pérez in the 19th century. “Chan putun” was 
eventually identified as “Champoton.” Alternatively, Schele, Grube, and Boot (1998:431n7), as 
well as Jones (1998:430n18), suggest that “Chak'an Putun” is a miscopying of “Chak'an Peten” 
(“savanna of the Petén”). There is a region called “Chak'an” around the northwest shore of Lake 
Petén Itza, which was the province of Chak'an Itza (savanna of the Itza) (Figure 4-6). Since 
Chak'an Itza was a later faction of the Itza and an ally of the Kowoj against Ajaw Kan Ek' in the 
17th century (see Chapter 6), it is more likely that the homeland of the Itza was located near the 
Petén lakes region, rather than Champotón in Campeche. Recently, Prudence Rice (2018:72-73; 
Rice and Rice 2018) proposed the western basin of Lake Petén Itzá as a mythical place of 
Chak'an Itza, based on Classic epigraphic references, savanna grasslands, the province known as 
“Chak'an Itza” in the Contact period, and so on. 
Epigraphic studies which provide references to the Itza and Kan Ek' suggest that the Itza 
homeland was in southern Maya. Stela 10 at Yaxchilan, and Stela 1 at Motul de San José, located 
at the northwest of Lake Petén Itza, bear a title k'uhul itza Ajaw, “god-like king of itza” (Boot 
2005). In addition, Stela 10 at Ceibal mentions a lord of Motul de San José, Kan Ek', with the 
date of 10.1.0.0.0, Ajaw 3 K'ayab': 849 CE (Boot 2005:45-46). This epigraphic evidence 
suggests that Kan Ek' was the lord of the Itza territory, of which Motul San José was the center 
in 849 CE. This indicates that Motul de San José was a capital of Chak'an Itza in the 9th century 
(Pugh 2001:99), while another group of the Itza ruled Chich'en Itza in Yucatán. When Chich'en 
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Itza was ritually terminated in K'atun 8 Ajaw (928-948 CE), they migrated to Chak'an Itza, 
around Motul de San José. 
According to the chronicles, the Itza who left Chich'en Itza established a may seat at 
Chak'an Putun in K'atun 6 Ajaw (968 CE in Tizimin) or K'atun 4 Ajaw (987 CE in Chumayel) 
and ruled for 256 years (Edmonson 1982:6). In K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE), Chak'an Putun 
was destroyed or ritually terminated. Edmonson (1982:7n66) suggests that this destruction of 
Chak'an Putun was led by the Xiw who drove the Itza out at the end of the Xiw cycle. After the 
destruction of Chak'an Putun, some of the Itza returned to Chich'en Itza, and the others wandered 
for 40 years in the wildness (Tizimin). The phrase “beneath the trees, beneath the bushes, beneath 
the vines,” frequently occurs in the Maya chronicles. Boot (2005:152) discusses that this phrase 
refers to “the hardship the Itzá had to endure when on the road to their new destination.” Similar 
phrases and passages occur, according to Boot (2005:152-153), in the Chichimecas’ migration 
myth. 
The third chronicle of the Chumayel mentions that the remainder of the Itza abandoned 
Chich'en Itza in K'atun 1 Ajaw (1125-1145 CE), before the abandonment of Chak'an Putun in 
K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE) in the south (Boot 2005:151, translating Gordon 1913). During 
the same K'atun 8 Ajaw-period, the Itza who abandoned Chak'an Putun found Tan Xuluk Mul in 
the heart of the forest. The second Chumayel chronicle describes that some of the Itza left 
Chich'en Itza for Tan Xuluk Mul in K'atun 4 Ajaw (1204-1244 CE) after the fall of Chich'en Itza 
by Hunak Keel. However, the third chronicle mentions that the Itza established Tan Xuluk Mul 
in K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE). This time lag may be due to the difference between the arrival 
date and the seating date at Tan Xukuk Mul (Edmonson 1986:61). Although it is the chronicle of 
the Itza, the Tizimin does not mention the migration to or the name of Tan Xuluk Mul. The 
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location of Tan Xuluc Mul has not been identified. Friar Andrés de Avendaño y Loyola who 
traveled to Petén twice in the late 17th century mentioned reaching a pond named Tan Xuluk Mul 
near Lake Petén Itza (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:27). Avendaño reported staying overnight at the 
possible Itza ruin near the Tan Xuluk Mul pond in 1695 CE. It was probably the same Tan Xuluk 
Mul that the Itza established the seating of about 500 years before Avendaño’s visit (Jones 
1998:190). Based upon Avendaño’s travel route, Grant Jones (1998:471n15) postulates the 
location of Tan Xuluk Mul as the archaeological site of Acté, to the northwest of Lake Petén Itza 
(Figure 4-6). After Tan Xuluk Mul, Avendaño passed by a Chak'an Itza town on his way to 
Nojpeten (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:27). Jones (1998:190) suggests this town is Kantetul, to the 
northwest of Motul de San José (Figure 4-6). Teoberto Maler (1910:132, 152) visited Kantetul in 
1895, describing the place as a ruined site. 
The third chronicle of the Chumayel continues that the Itza seated “Saklaktun Mayapán” 
from Chak'an Putun in the same K'atun 8 Ajaw as the abandonment of Chak'an Putun and the 
establishment of Tan Xuluk Mul. Edmonson (1986:61n294) places this K'atun 8 Ajaw in 1448 
CE and interprets “Saklaktun” as “white flat stone” (the title of the cycle seating) of Tan Xuluk 
Mul, rather than Mayapán. Boot (2005:155) considers that these events occurred at the same time 
in K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE) and that Mayapán was seated by a group of Itza from Chak'an 
Putun, which might be a different group who inhabited in Chich'en Itza. Thus, several groups of 
the Itza co-existed at the same time in Chak'an Putun, Chich'en Itza, Mayapán, and Tan Xuluk 
Mul. 
According to the first chronicle of Chumayel, the famous episode of Hunak Keel, who 
appears to have destroyed Chich'en Itza and founded Mayapán in K'atun 8 Ajaw, is the reason 
why the Itza abandoned their “home” for the second time. This “home” is Chich'en Itza; it is 
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always in a K'atun 8 Ajaw that historical events or changes happen for the Itza. The next incident 
occurring in K'atun 8 Ajaw in the second chronicle of Chumayel is the abandonment of 
Mayapán, which is in the period of 1441-1461 CE. After the fall of Mayapán, Landa describes 
“each party returning to his own country” (Tozzer 1941:37). The Kokom faction of the Itza went 
to Sotuta province. There, they appear to cease associating with the name of “the Itza” (see 
earlier in this chapter). 
Now we turn to the question of whether some groups of the Itza in Mayapán, other than 
the Kokom, returned to their place of retreat (Chak'an Putun) after the fall of Mayapán. We have 
migration stories of the Itza from Spanish sources during the Contact Period (1525-1697 CE) in 
Petén. The Spaniards appeared in the Yucatán peninsula only 50 years after the fall of Mayapán 
in a K'atun 8 Ajaw. Although Hernán Cortés is the first Spaniard who encountered the Itza of 
Petén and described them in 1525 CE, he did not describe who the Itza were. A hundred years 
later two Franciscan friars, Orbita and Fuensalida traveled to the capital of the Itza of Petén 
(López de Cogolludo 1971). The Franciscan historian at the time, Diego López de Cogolludo, 
provides us the most detailed account of the Itza migration to Petén (Jones 1998:11). According 
to his later description, Orbita and Fuensalida were told that the Itza were originally from 
Yucatán, fled from Chich'en Itza a hundred years before the Spanish arrival, which was a K'atun 
8 Ajaw (López de Cogolludo 1971: Bk9, Ch12, pp. 256-257). It was probably in 1441-1661 CE, 
at the fall of Mayapán. The k’atun ending and the timing of the Spanish arrival match, but they 
claimed Chich'en Itza as their origin, not Mayapán. Some groups of the Itza (the Kokom?) may 
have remained around Chich'en Itza at the time of Mayapán collapse. The vicinity of Chich'en 
Itza was inhabited by the Kupul who moved in after the fall of Mayapán (Tozzer 1941:18n97). 
The Itza also told Fuensalida that they came from Chich'en Itza by sea, and came out of a lagoon 
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to a land called “Zinibacan” where they dried wet sails (Jones 1998:12; López de Cogolludo 
1971: Bk 9, Ch12, pp. 256-257). The location of “Zinibacan” has not been identified, but it 
appears to be near a lake or lagoon (Jones 1998:431n25). Roys (1962:67) explains that “Zini 
means ‘spread,’ and in colonial times becam could mean either ‘sail’ or ‘banner’” (emphasis in 
original). It has been suggested that the Itza took a coastal route over the sea to the Chetumal 
Bay or Bacalar Lagoon, then following the navigable New and Belize Rivers to the Petén lakes 
region (Boot 2005:104; Jones 1998:12; Roys 1962:67). The Itza revealed to the Spanish the 
reason why they left Chich'en Itza:  
“They also say the occasion of the flight was that, while a great king or lord was readying to be 
married, during the rejoicings and festivities of the wedding another petty king arrived who was 
enamored with the bride, and falling with armed men upon those of the fiesta, who had been 
unsuspecting, and causing some harm among them, kidnapped the betrothed woman. This man 
was less powerful than the first, so seeing that [the latter] would later make war on him, fearful of 
the harm that would befall him, he had prepared to free. So taking the betrothed woman in his 
company with many of his people, he went to those lands that were so remote and hidden” (Jones 
1998:12; see Roys 1962:67 for different translation). 
This matches up with the events and stories of Hunak Keel during a K'atun 8 Ajaw in the 
indigenous chronicles from northern Yucatán. As mentioned, the episodes of Hunak Keel appear 
in K'atun 8 Ajaw for both the founding (1185-1204 CE) and ending (1441-1461 CE) of 
Mayapán. However, following Fuensalida’s account that the Itza left Chich'en Itza a hundred 
years before the Spanish arrival due to political conflict in Yucatán, the Hunak Keel episode 
would fall in 1441-1461 at the end of Mayapán confederation (Roys 1962:70). 
Likewise, the historian don Juan de Villagutierre who compiled the history of the 
conquest of the province of the Itza, based on the travels of Orbita and Fuensalida, included the 
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Itza migration from Chich'en Itza (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:19-24). Although his account 
is based on Cogolludo’s, he added the name of the last lord of Mayapán “Canek” (Kan Ek'), who 
took over the territory of Chich'en Itza after the fall of Mayapán, removing other lords 
(Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:22). But after a short period at Chich'en Itza, Kan Ek' and his 
people left the province of Chich'en Itza “toward the hidden and impenetrably rugged mountains 
where they have lived and still living today, having propagated and widely extended their 
numbers, and increasing in equal measure their rude, barbarian customs, ferocity, inhumanity, 
and idolatry, with more pagan rites and greater and worse abominations than when they lived in 
Yucatán” (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:22). The motivation and timing to leave Chich'en Itza 
were similar to Cogolludo’s account. These two accounts of Orbita and Fuensalida show us that 
the Itza of Petén emphasized the migration from Chich'en Itza in K'atun 8 A jaw (1441-1461 
CE), and not their earlier migrations nor their origin in the central Petén.  
After Orbita and Fuensalida’s visit to Nojpeten in 1619 CE, another friar, Andrés de 
Avendaño y Loyola made two trips to Petén between 1695 and 1696 CE, and his report contains 
detailed descriptions of, and information about, the Itza of Petén. Although Avendaño did not 
mention the Itza migration or origin stories, one episode indicates a disjunction of the Itza of 
Petén from Yucatán. Avendaño met the Itza ruler Kan Ek' at the island of Nojpeten and read a 
letter to Kan Ek' in “their ancient language,” probably Yukateko, “since it was (although in their 
language) more corrupted than the ancient idiom in which they speak, which I had studied 
purposely” (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:35, see also 44m135). This indicates that the Yukatekan 
language which the Itza of Petén spoke was more conservative than the “broken” dialect of 
Yukatekan which was spoken in Colonial Yucatán in the late 17th century (Boot 2005:171; 
Hofling 2009:78). This recalls Jones’s (2009:65) point that people in the Petén lakes region in 
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the 17th century may have existed long before the fall of Mayapán in the 15th century because of  
“the mature complexity of their political organization.” Jones (2009:64-65) notes that the 
political organization of the Kowoj suggests a strong connection to their position as b'atab'oob 
(details in Chapter 5) at Mayapán, while that of the Itza resembles the kuckkab'aloob' of Yucatán. 
The census after conquest shows that principal surnames, ch'ib'alob', had no significant pattern 
with their associated ch'ib'al in Itza territory, while it showed a stronger association with the 
Kowoj ch'ib'alob' in the Kowoj territory near Lake Yaxhá (Jones 2009:67). Jones (2009:67) 
suggests that such a system may have been lost among the Itza, probably the same reason above. 
Therefore, the Kowoj may have existed in Mayapán and left during the Spanish conquest, as they 
claimed. The more decentralized Itza organization compared to the Kowoj may have been as a 
result of mixing with locals and frequent in-migrations of various groups from Yucatán 
(discussed below). 
Avendaño visited the ruined Tan Xuluk Mul, which may have been an important city 
with a k'atun seat in K'atun 8 Ajaw (1441-1461 CE) (Edmonson 1986:275-276). It was 
depopulated before Avendaño’s visit in 1695, with its population probably migrating farther 
south, into the Petén lakes region. Although the exact location of Chak'an Putun is unknown, the 
province of Chak'an Itza appears in Avendaño’s report. He described the province of Chak'an 
Itza “which consists of other very small towns and many settlements, and each of these possesses 
a cacique or captain, although all the Cha Kan Ytzaes, with wives and children, as far as I saw, 
will number about six hundred souls, more or less” (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:30). He mentioned 
the largest town of Chak'an Itza, called Nich, which was located in what is now the 
archaeological site of Nixtun-Ch'ich' (Figure 4-6). The senior leader of Chak'an Itza, Ajaw 
B'atab' K'in Kante, controlled more than 12 communities on the north shore of Lake Petén Itzá 
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(Avendaño y Loyola 1987:38n129; Jones 1998, 2009). Although Chak'an Itza had been Itza 
territory, the inhabitants allied with the Kowoj against Ajaw Kan Ek' in Nojpeten (Avendaño y 
Loyola 1987:44). This indicates that the Itza had already lost their centralized rulership over the 
Petén lakes region when Avendaño visited.  
In 1699 after the conquest, a Spanish captain don Marcos de Abalos y Fuentes reported 
that the Kowoj “are almost one and the same with the Itzas, because they are located in the 
region to the north of the shores of their lake. Both are descended from Yucatán, the Itzas from 
Chichen Itza and the Couohs from Tancab [sic], ten or twelve leagues from this city. These [the 
Couohs] retreated at the time of the conquest, the others much earlier” (Jones 1998:430n24). 
“Tancab” is probably “Tancah,” referring to Mayapán (Jones 1998:430n24; Roys 1967:84), and 
“at the time of the conquest” should be the early 16th century. If it is true, the Itza migrated from 
Chich'en Itza much earlier than the early 16th century, corresponding to their claim of migration 
during K'atun 8 Ajaw (1441-1661 CE).  
According to the chronicles, the Itza underwent several population movements between 
Petén and Yucatán since the 7th century. The in-migration to Petén probably increased after the 
Spanish occupation in Yucatán, including the migration of the Kowoj. Rice (2009:49) suggests 
that the Kowoj’s claim that they had migrated from Mayapán at the time of the conquest might 
have been one of the last Kowoj migration streams since the late 14th century, based on the 
archaeological evidence at Zacpetén, the Late Postclassic Kowoj site in Petén. The 
archaeological investigation at Zacpetén revealed a mass grave at Zacpetén, which is dated to 
1389-1437 (Pugh 2001). This indicates that the site was already occupied even before the fall of 
Mayapán in Yucatán. William Duncan (2009:366-367) suggests that the mass grave was 
produced by exhuming previous burials to violate previous occupants at Zacpetén during the 
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Late Postclassic period after the migration from Mayapán/Maní. The violation of previous 
burials was to show their legitimacy, in order to claim ownership of the new territory in Petén, 
especially against the Itza (Duncan 2009:367).  
4-8 Summary of the Itza Ethnohistory 
Ethnohistorical documents show several episodes of migration between Petén and 
Yucatán from the 7th century to the conquest in Nojpeten in 1697. The chronicles described 
events with reference to periods of k'atuns (20 years). A cycle of 13 k'atuns, which is a may, 
repeats every 256 years. The most important k’atun in Itza chronology was K'atun 8 Ajaw. The 
first migration occurs in K'atun 8 Ajaw (672-692 CE) leaving Petén and moving north. In every 
K'atun 8 Ajaw unfortunate events/changes occur to the Itza, and they are forced to migrate. The 
Itza in the 17th-century Nojpeten migrated from Chich'en Itza in the last K'atun 8 Ajaw, 1441-
1461, abducting the enemy’s bride. The fall of Mayapán occurred in the same K'atun 8 Ajaw, 
which may have forced the Itza to migrate to Chich'en Itza. Nevertheless, the Itza of Petén did 
not mention it to the Spaniards. Evidently, there were several factions among the Itza, one of 
which founded Tan Xuluc Mul in Petén, while the other faction founded the confederation of 
Mayapán in Yucatán in the same K'atun 8 Ajaw, 1185-1204. It seems plausible that the Itza of 
Chak'an Itza became a Kowoj ally against Kan Ek' in Nojpeten, if those Itza were a faction that 
migrated from Mayapán and the Itza of Kan Ek' were those from Chich'en Itza. And the last 
period of K'atun 8 Ajaw for the Itza was 1697-1717, when the Itza of Petén surrendered to the 
Spaniards. 
After the disintegration of Mayapán in Yucatán, constant political turmoil in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries compelled many to emigrate far into the tropical forest. Deterritorialized 
people in Yucatán migrated into the Petén lakes region where related lineage families lived. 
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Prudence and Don Rice (2005:167) consider that the Petén lakes region became a “tidal frontier” 
which is “characterized by a succession of waves of population in-migration and settlement 
across a vast area.” For deterritorialized refugees, multiple waves of in-migration joined former 
migrants strengthen their common group identities with shared ancestral history. 
In the Yucatán Peninsula, migrations have been ongoing in the 21st century. Contemporary 
migrations in Yucatán take place between the nation-states motivated by political, cultural, and 
economic reasons. Back in the period of European contact, the Spanish invasion of the peninsula 
significantly influenced the pre-Contact geographical and economic landscape of this region. The 
indigenous population emigrated far inland to escape Spanish control. In addition to the political 
escape, colonial policies to control local population such as the reducciones (reductions) and the 
encomienda (trusteeship labor system) forced local populations to relocate into the newly built 
Spanish towns centered on a church. The inland Petén lakes region served as a refuge or frontier 
that eluded Spanish power due to its remoteness. These demographic movements shifted pre-





Late Postclassic Social and Political Geography of the 
Petén Lakes Region 
5-1 Introduction 
After Hernán Cortés’s encounter with the Itza, many Spaniards visited the Itza and 
documented their complex political structures. They used “the Itza” as a collective term for the 
people of this region, which included the numerous factions and lineages of the Itza of Petén as 
well as the Itza’s nemesis, the Kowoj, who resided in the northern and eastern areas of Lake 
Petén Itza. Spanish documents revealed a complex system of socio-political organization in the 
central Petén lakes region during the 17th century, and Grant Jones (1998) provides details of the 
Itza’s geopolitical organization. This chapter provides an overview of the social and geopolitical 
organization of the region, expanding on Jones’s study. First, I present a brief overview of Maya 
calendrical cycles during the Postclassic period and the social organization of peoples around the 
lakes. Second, I discuss the political geography of the lakes area, presenting the major 
subdivisions during the Late Postclassic period and at the time of the conquest. The Itza were not 
the only group who inhabited the lake district. In fact, territorial and political conflicts among 
various groups provided the basis for their construction of social identity during the Postclassic 
period. An understanding of the political geography of this area, together with an examination of 




Although they were in conflict with one another, the Itza and Kowoj shared many 
cultural features. The Kowoj were an autonomous polity extending outside of the Itza ruling 
councils, and frequently threatened Itza territory (Jones 2009). These two different social groups 
endured a long historical conflict and engaged a set of complex social hierarchies with nobility 
during the Postclassic period through the Contact period. Examining these historical and socio-
geopolitical dynamics between the Itza and Kowoj, we see that the two groups maintained their 
social identity as a form of social construction. 
5-2 Maya Cosmology and Calendars during the Postclassic Period 
 Elements of the Maya worldview, such as their cosmology and calendar, were deeply 
connected to their political and social organization. More than just an abstract theory, cosmology 
figured prominently in the Maya’s daily lives including their political system. The cosmology of 
the Maya permeates from the heaven down to the underworld—and features a world model with 
13 levels of heaven and 9 levels of the underworld (Xibalba), connected by a big Ceiba tree that 
both mediates and separates earth, heaven, and the underworld (Milbrath 1999). Maya 
cosmology was represented in Maya architecture: temples represented sacred mountains 
touching the sky and caves accessed the underworld. 
The sun was the most important force in the Maya worldview, largely because of its 
importance in agricultural activities. The sun’s movement across the sky was the basis for their 
cosmology, which included calendrical, agricultural, and cosmic systems (Milbrath 1999). The 
earth is believed to be square-shaped and is composed of a dismembered reptile, such as a 
crocodile, alligator, or turtle (Taube 1988). All levels of the Maya universe were divided into 
four parts, each associated with a color. This quadripartite model is based on the four cardinal (or 
inter-cardinal) directions, a division common throughout Mesoamerica (Gossen and Leventhal 
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1993). Related to the sun’s daily course, the east was considered the most important cardinal 
direction and was associated with the sunrise. The center was also considered the fifth direction 
within the universe, represented by the sacred ceiba tree (Taube 1988). The sun also walked the 
periphery of the world, traveling from east to north to west to south to east. Here, the north was 
associated with “up” and south was associated with “down” (Milbrath 1999). Some maps drawn 
by the Maya during the Colonial period depict their understanding of directionality with 
quadripartite divisions (Roys 1967:125, Figure 27). 
The Maya image of a quadripartite cosmos anchored by a central tree also helped shape 
their social organization. Maps were drawn in a circular format, representing the territory of 
particular social groups within northern Yucatán. The capital town was placed at the center of the 
map, as the center of their territory. Quadripartite divisions were a common feature for the 
Prehistoric Mesoamerican world (Ashmore 1989; Coe 1965; Marcus 1973; Rice 2009a). 
Prehistoric buildings and settlements constituting sacred landscapes in Mesoamerica were 
oriented according to the four directions mimicking the four-part universe (Ashmore 1989; 
Coggins 1980). The concept of quadripartite division is represented by marking with planted 
trees or piles of stones at the edges of communities (Hanks 1990). At the domestic group level, 
likewise, the four corners of the property were marked with piles of stones (Hanks 1990:356; 
Tozzer 1941:103n469). Spanish accounts noted that the territory administered by Ajaw Kan Ek' 
was divided into four provinces (details below) tied to the cardinal directions (Jones 1998). 
The Maya viewed time as both more linear (the Long Count) and cyclical (the Calendar 
Round). The basic units of these two different calendars, tzolk'in (260 days) and ja'ab' (365 
days), both run concurrently, and interlock with each other. Linear time was traced back to a 
mythical starting point in 3114 BCE. The 260-day tzolk'in consists of a combination of 13 
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numerals with 20 day names (13 x 20 = 260), with the same combination of number and day 
name recurring every 260 days. Ja'ab' runs 360 days, and consists of a combination of 20 
numerals with 18 “month” (winal) names (20 x 18 = 360). After 360 days, an additional 5 
“unlucky days” (wayeb') complete a solar year cycle of 365 days. A Calendar Round (junab') is 
52 years (18,980 days) both commencing and ending on the synchronized date when these two 
calendars meet the combination of a tzolk'in date and a ja'ab' date. 
A cycle of 18 winals (360 days) is called a tun (“stone”), and a cycle of 20 tuns (7,200 
days) is called k'atun (“pile of stones”) (Edmonson 1986:9). A k'atun begins with the tzolk'in day 
name Imix but is identified by its ending day, always a day Ajaw; after 1539 CE, however, the 
k'atun began with Ajaw (Edmonson 1986:9). By the Postclassic period, the Maya stopped using 
the Long Count and instead recorded events only by using a k'atun-cycle shorthand named by its 
ending, a numbered day Ajaw (Rice 2004:91). The completion of a k'atun-cycle was often 
marked by the erection of monuments (Rice 2004). A cycle of 13 k'atuns, or approximately 256 
years (93,600 days), called the may by Munro Edmonson (1979, 1986), yields the same 
combination of Ajaw and their numerical coefficients upon completion. Prudence Rice (2004, 
2007) proposed that the may cycle from the Postclassic and Colonial periods could be referred to 
the Preclassic and Classic periods, though critiques have come from epigraphers (e.g., Stuart 
2010 and others, commenters in Rice 2013). 
The Maya of the Late Postclassic period observed the 256-year cycles and celebrated 
their completion (Rice 2004, 2007). The books of the Chilam Balam follow the k'atun cycle, 
each k'atun repeating the fate of the preceding k'atun with the same numerical coefficient, such 
as 8 Ajaw (Edmonson 1982: xi-xii). Edmonson (1986:9) notes that the Itza of Petén and the Xiw 
of Yucatán recorded the events with a cycle beginning with 6 Ajaw and ending on 8 Ajaw, while 
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the Itza of Yucatán recorded with the cycle beginning with 11 Ajaw and ending on 13 Ajaw. The 
ending with K'atun 8 Ajaw was used during the Classic period (“Tikal Calendar”) until 1539 CE 
(Chapter 4, see Edmonson 1982:197; Rice 2009a:39-41). According to Edmonson (1986, 1988), 
there was a conference on calendrical issues in 1539 to resolve the disagreement concerning 
counting the k'atun cycles either beginning or ending at K'atun 8 Ajaw or K'atun 13 Ajaw 
between the Itza and Xiw. This resulted in a new “Mayapán Calendar,” which adopted the Itza 
practice of beginning a new cycle with a K'atun 11 Ajaw from 1539 onward (Edmonson 
1982:197). 
According to Friar Andrés de Avendaño y Loyola who spent several days at Nojpeten in 
early 1696, the calendar that the Itza of Petén were utilizing at the time of the conquest was 
based on thirteen “ages” (periods). Thirteen periods indicate a cycle of thirteen k'atuns, with each 
k'atun consisting of 20 Gregorian years. Thirteen k'atuns complete a cycle of approximately 256 
years, matching the same numerical coefficient. In Petén, these thirteen periods were said to be 
represented by thirteen areas, each with its idol, priest, and prophecy (Avendaño y Loyola 
1987:39). The Chilam Balam books also mention that every 256 years, a city was ritually 
“seated” for the thirteen-k'atun cycle as the primate city within a region in the Postclassic and 
Colonial Yucatán (Edmonson 1982, 1986). Edmonson (1986:4-5) explains that the seat of the 
cycle (may ku) was honorable: “It was regarded as the capital…and the religious center of the 
country.” The seat held religious and political power for 260 tuns (≈ 256 years) in a particular 
city, and for each k'atun (20 years) of the thirteen, a different town seated the k'atun as a ritual 
center. The chief priest of the k'atun is called b'alam (jaguar) and holds office, power, and 
prestige for a period of k'atun. The spokesperson of the priest is called ch’ilam, who prophesies 
in the k'atun seat and compiles the books of Chilam Balam (Edmonson 1986:4-5). 
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The Itza and the Xiw appear to have agreed to the seating cycle in Yucatán in the Early 
Postclassic period. The Itza seated the cycle in Chak'an Putun from K'atun 6 Ajaw (948-968) to 
the following K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204) (see Chapter 4 and Edmonson 1982). Mayapán was 
jointly governed, as the Itza and Xiw agreed to seat the cycle jointly (Edmonson 1982:xvi). 
However, a conflict counting k'atun between the Itza and Xiw resulted in the proclamation of the 
Mayapán Calendar in 1539—11 Ajaw, 11.16.0.0.0 (Edmonson 1982: xvii). After 1539 CE, the 
Itza considered Mayapán as the seat of the cycle and Emal to be the seat of the k'atun, while the 
Xiw placed the seat of both may and k'atun at Merida (Edmonson 1982: xvii). Moreover, in the 
Petén lakes region, Tayasal/Tayza seated the cycle of 1480 (Edmonson 1979:16).  
The k'atuns were religiously and politically very important during the Postclassic Maya. 
The concept of a cycle or of repetition was critical to Maya culture (Coe 1965). The Maya 
celebrated the completion and the re-occurrence of new cycles by conducting various rituals and 
ceremonies. The main ceremonial seat rotated among towns, changing every k'atun. At the end 
of the cycle, the primate city and its idols were ritually destroyed and terminated.  
5-3 Social Organization of the Itza of Petén 
When Hernán Cortés and the Spaniards entered the Lake Petén Itzá basin in 1525, they 
met “Canec,” the ruler of the province of “Taiza” (Cortés 1986; McNutt 1908 Vol.2:271). Nearly 
100 years later two Franciscan friars, Juan de Orbita and Bartolomé de Fuensalida visited Petén 
in 1619 and met the Itza ruler, whose name was again “Canek” (López de Cogolludo 1971:205). 
This “Canek” was not the same “Canec” that Cortés met in 1525: he was the son of Canec 
(López de Cogolludo 1971:234). Likewise, Friar Avendaño y Loyola met another Itza ruler 
whose name was “Canek” in 1696 (Avendaño y Loyola 1987). Thus, at least three 
“Canec/Canek” existed between 1525 and 1697. “Kan Ek'” is the proper title and the hereditary 
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name of the Itza ruler (Jones 1998). Kan Ek' appears to be composed of the matronym Kan and 
patronym Ek' (Jones 1998:80-81). The Spaniards used “king” or “cacique” (a word of Caribbean 
origin for indigenous leader): Ajaw Kan Ek'. Jones (1998:94) suggests that Ajaw Kan Ek' may 
have been equivalent to the title jalach winik (head-chief or governor) of the Yucatán. The 
territory administered by Ajaw Kan Ek' was divided into four provinces corresponding to the 
cardinal directions with the capital in Nojpeten (Jones 1998). Each province was in turn 
governed by a pair of local rulers, called b'atab'. Each pair consisted of junior b'atab' and senior 
b'atab', and they owed allegiance to Ajaw Kan Ek' and the highest priest, AjK'in Kan Ek' (Kan 
Ek'’s cousin, or father’s brother’s son). There may have been a three-level hierarchy for the 
ruling system: Ajaw Kan Ek' plus AjK'in Kan Ek', Ajaw B'atab' (senior), and B'atab' (junior) 
(Jones 1998:92-93). 
In the Itza polity, the ruling hierarchy was characterized by dual rulership (Jones 
1998:94-95). The Spanish accounts note that the principal ruler, Ajaw Kan Ek', and the religious 
high priest AjK'in Kan Ek' shared power. They may have ruled jointly, as a single persona, and 
as complements to each other in the Itza province. These two different names may have been the 
same persona which served two aspects of the same thing (Jones 1998:95). Dual rulership is also 
seen at the b'atab' level in the four provinces: Ajaw b'atab' (senior) and a b'atab' (junior) (Jones 
1998:91-95). Thus, eight b'atab'ob existed under the paired heads of the Kan Ek' ruling council. 
The main island, Nojpeten, comprised twenty-two districts or towns, each governed by its 
own leaders with the title Ach Kat (Jones 1998:82-89). The title of Ach Kat was probably 
derived from the Nahuatl Achcauhtli, which refers to “military chiefs” or “commanders of 
medium” representing their towns (Jones 1998:87-88). In case of warfare, they may have led a 
town-based army. There appear to have been thirteen Ach Kat titleholders among the Itza at the 
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contact (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:43). One of Ach Kats also bears the title of Jalach Winik, 
which does not exist in Yucatán: Jones (1998:101) suggests that Ach Kat Jalach Winik of the 
Itza may have been “the principal military commander and priest of the Ach Kats.” Since there 
are thirteen possible Ach Kat titleholders, each might have served as a priest associated with the 
Maya calendrical cycle of k'atuns (Jones 1998:102). According to Avendaño y Loyola,  
“These ages are thirteen in number; each age has its separate idol and its priest with a 
separate prophecy of its events. 
These thirteen ages are divided into thirteen parts, which divide this kingdom of 
Yucatán, and each age, with its idol, priest, and prophecy, rules in one of these thirteen 
parts of this land, according as they have divided it; I do not give the names of the idols, 
priests, or parts of the land, so as not to cause trouble, although I have made a treatise on 
these old accounts with all their differences and explanations, so they may be evident to 
all, and the curious may learn them, for, if we do not understand them, I affirm the 
Indians can betray us face to face” (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:39). 
This indicates that there were thirteen areas and each area was probably a seating place for each 
k'atun, represented by an Ach Kat. Although some of Ach Kats carry two or more titles at the 
same time within the Itza polity, the ruling council of the Itza was composed of 23 individuals 
including the Ajaw Kan Ek' (Jones 1998:60-107). The island capital, Nojpeten, was the cycle 
seat in the Petén lakes region (Edmonson 1979). 
5-4 Late Postclassic Political Geography of the Petén Lakes Region 
  Although the Spaniards mentioned the Itza as if they constituted a centralized realm in 
Petén, the truth was that several groups occupied the Petén lakes region; in fact, the Itza’s 
territory, while including the capital Nojpeten, was limited. Several of these groups were in 
conflict with each other, competing for power and trading routes after the Spanish intervention 
during the 17th century. In the Petén lakes region, three dominant groups may have been present: 
the Itza, the Kowoj, and the Chak'an Itza (Rice and Rice 2018a, 2018b). However, some of the 
factionalization may have resulted from contact with the Spaniards machinations over the course 
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Figure 5-1: Map of Petén Lakes Region, showing the Itza and Kowoj region. Modified after Jones 1998: Maps 5 & 6 and Rice 
and Rice 2018b. 
of the 16th and 17th centuries (Pugh 2016:2). Until recently, the three dominant groups in the 
Central Petén region were thought to be the Itza, Kowoj, and Yalain (Jones et al. 1981; Jones 
1998; Rice 1987; Rice and Rice 2009). However, recent studies by Prudence Rice and Don Rice 
(2018a, 2018b) postulated the town/region called Yalain in Avendaño’s account might have been 
“a local nickname for a region or town” for the area around Lake Quexil (Rice and Rice 
2018c:176) (Figure 5-1). In that case, the archaeological site of Yalain on the western shore of 
Lake Macanché was associated with the Kowoj’s control in the 17th century. The Chak'an Itza is 
a poorly understood subgroup of the Itza in the 17th century and occupied in the western areas of 
Lake Petén Itzá (Figure 5-1).  
During the Postclassic period, the Itza settled some towns in the Petén lakes region while 
migrating back and forth between the northern Yucatán and Petén. It is likely that the Itza 
reoccupied towns which had existed in the Petén lakes region since the Classic period. Initially, 
the Itza controlled the western and southern parts of the Lake Petén Itzá basin, which were 
sparsely occupied, and the Kowoj occupied the eastern and northeastern parts of the lake. Other 
groups that inhabited the area surrounding the Petén lakes region during the Postclassic period 
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include the Kejach, Mopan, and Lacandon. As the Itza expanded their territory, these groups 
appear to have moved inland: the Kejach to the northwest, the Mopan to the southeast, and the 
Lacandon to the southwest (Jones 1998). 
Grant Jones’ (1998) studies of Spanish accounts concerning the 16th- to the 17th-century 
political geography of the Petén lakes region have been tested archaeologically through the direct 
historical approach. This section reviews the political geography of the region and illustrates the 
territorial conflicts and ethnic diversity through both ethnohistorical and archaeological research. 
In addition, a recent study by Rice and Rice (2018a, 2018b) has provided a synthesis of 
ethnohistorical and archaeological data in this region since Jones’ book, revealing more complex 
political geography at the eve of the Spanish conquest. Below I summarize the two dominant 
groups’ regions (the Itza and Kowoj) that appear in the documents. This reveals the factional 
division of the Itza and their alliances with neighboring groups. This complex political 
geography helps contextualize and understand the material culture of the Itza during the 
Postclassic and Contact periods. 
5-4-1 The Itza Region 
While the Spaniards described the central Petén as being occupied by the Itza, in fact, 
multiple (non-Itza) groups resided in and controlled the region around Lake Petén Itza. Since 
they migrated into the region, the Itza used their military power to expand their territory and to 
control neighboring towns, probably due to the desire to maintain long-distance trading routes 
and to protect themselves from potential Spanish attack. The territorial expansion of the Itza 
reached Lake Yaxhá in the east, Sayaxché on the Pasión River to the south, and Lagoon El Sos to 
the west in the late 17th century (Figure 5-2). Itza groups even expanded to Tipu in Belize and the 
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Figure5-2: The Itza territory in the 17th century: to Tipu in the east, to L. El 
Sos in the west, to Sayaxché in the Southwest, and Sarstoon River in the South. 
Sarstoon River to the south, as noted in 1525 when Cortés passed their territory (Jones 1998:7). 
However, the heartland of the Itza’s territory lies on the west and south sides of Lake Petén Itzá.  
The Itza may have had five 
provinces in the Itza region in 
association with an idealized 
quincunx model (Jones 1998; Rice 
and Rice 2018a) (Table 5-1). Four 
provinces correspond to the 
cardinal directions, and the fifth is 
the center of the capital. The capital 
of the Itza was Nojpeten/Tayza, the 
present-day island of Flores, 
controlled by Ajaw Kan Ek'. The 
island capital was also divided into 
four quarters or wards 
corresponding to the cardinal 
directions and a center (Jones 
1998; Rice 2017; Rice and Rice 
2018a, 2018d) (Figure 5-3). There was a principal temple in Nojpeten, whose front stairway 
probably faced north (Jones 1998:99). This temple appears to have been a four-sided pyramid 
with nine terraces, similar to the Castillo, Temple of Kukulkan, at Chich'en Itza and Mayapán 
(Jones 1998:74). The template may have been half the size of Mayapán Castillo. According to 
the Mercedarian friar Diego de Rivas, who described the island in 1702 after the Conquest:  
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Figure 5-3: Map of Flores with five divisions. A temple faced 
north. Adapted from Rice 2017: Figure 3. 
“The island is four blocks in diameter and 
sixteen in circumference. The Indians, its native 
inhabitants, call it Noj Peten, which means large 
island, not because of its material grandeur (as 
it is small) but rather because on it its ruler 
always lived and on it they also had the 
principal temples of their idols and carried out 
the most solemn functions of their idolatry” 
(cited in Jones 1998:68-69). 
Jones (1998:69) suggests that the present street 
plans of Flores may reflect the borders of the 
four quadrants of Nojpeten. All eight of the 
b'atab' rulers, the high priest, and Ajaw Kan Ek' 
resided on the island, probably in their 
associated quadrants. The houses and temples 
on the island were described by the Spaniards, 
indicating that the island was packed with structures. 
The northern province of the Itza region was probably “Chata/Chan,” and had their local 
ruler Kit Kan or Aj Chatan Ek' (Rice and Rice 2018a: Table 2). The western province includes 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' and Lake Sacpuy, (Figure 5-3). The western province had a larger population than 
any other quarter within the Petén lakes region. The local ruler of the Chak'an Itza was Ajaw 
B'atab' K'in Kante, uncle of Ajaw Kan Ek' (Jones 1998). The southern province may have been 
“Yalain” around Lake Quexil, controlled by Kit Kan, Tz'o Kan Tz'ik (Rice and Rice 2018a: 
Table 2). For the eastern province, Rice and Rice (2018a: Table 2) place the Kowoj territory, 





Table 5-1: Directional Provinces of the Itza, adapted from Rice and Rice 2018a, Table 2. 
 
It is unknown where the archaeological site of Tayasal was associated with the four  
provinces. Because of the proximity to the capital Nojpeten, it may have been a religious place to 
conduct rituals (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:84). The paired rulers of this province are also 
unknown, though the junior ruler, B'atab' Tzin appeared to have died in the war before the 
conquest (Jones 1998:100).  
On the Nojpeten island, the four quadrants were called Kan Ek', Kaj Jol, Makocheb', and 
Nojpeten (Jones 1998: Table 3.8; Rice 2018:301). Jones (1998:99-100) places the associated 
direction for each quadrant as west, south, north, and east, respectively. Jones’s reconstruction 
considers that the northern quadrant was called Mekoncheb' (“narrow stairway”), referring to the 
north-facing temple there (Jones 1998:99). Moreover, the western quadrant was called Kan Ek' 
because the principal entrance to the palace of Ajaw Kan Ek' was, he believes, located on the 
western shore. In contrast, Rice (2018:300-303, Table 15.2) reconstructs four quadrants: 
east/southeast (Kan Ek'), north (Kaj Jol), northwest (Makocheb'), and center (Nojpeten), placing 
Ajaw Kan Ek'’s residence on the southeast. This is accordant with the modern occupants on the 
island: wealthier families reside in the southern portion of the island (Rice 2018:300). 
Direction Group Leader (senior) Leader (junior) 
Center Itza Ajaw Kan Ek'  
East Kowoj Kit Kan, Noj Tz'o Ajtz'k Tzin 
North Chata/Chan? Kit Kan, Noj Tz'o Kulut Kowoj? 
West Chak'an Itza Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kante AjTut 
South Yalain Kit Kan Tz'o Kan Tz'ik  
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Figure 5-4: Map of the Chak'an Itza region. Adapted from Jones 1998: Map 4 and Rice and Rice 2018b. 
5-4-1.1 The Yalain  
Grant Jones (1998) postulated that the Yalain was the third group of occupiers on the 
eastern side of the Petén lakes region, politically centered on the west end of Lake Macanché. He 
also considered that their territory included areas around Lake Yaxhá and Lake Sacnab on the 
eastern end. As mentioned, Yalain might have been an Itza town/district located to the east of 
Nojpeten as far as Ixlú (Figure 5-1). This solved a problem that formerly the Itza-controlled 
Yalain was located in the midst of the Kowoj territory.  
Jones (1998:7) notes that the Itza extended their own territory through raids and warfare 
into the Yalain region during the late 17th century. Avendaño y Loyola who passed through the 
territory of Yalain described: 
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“In this way we came to the first settlement of Peten Ytzá on the mainland in an easterly 
direction, which is called Yalain, which is distant from Peten Ytzá to that place ten very long 
leagues, six on the water and four on land up to said town. This town consists of very few houses 
close together but also of many farms well peopled, at a distance in a circle of one or two leagues. 
All are the Indians of Peten Ytzá who come there to farm, although there are also some from 
Tipú, and all are dwellers in the said town in which are found many Indians called Canekes, like 
the King of Peten, but they are not relations of his but are natives of his district, which (as I have 
said) take their names from those who rule the said districts, although they may have—as they 
do—their own surnames, each one from the father and mother” (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:54). 
The Yalain was the agricultural land that produced foodstuffs such as maize for the inhabitants 
of Nojpeten. AjChan, a nephew of Ajaw Kan Ek', was the local ruler of the Yalain in 1696. He 
served as his uncle’s (Ajaw Kan Ek) emissary to Mérida in 1695. His father was originally from 
Tipu, and his mother was Ajaw Kan Ek'’s sister who came from Chich'en Itza, according to 
AjChan. His father conquered the Yalain region bringing it into the Itza territory (Jones 1998:56). 
Jones (1998:56) suggests that this Itza war at the Yalain region may have resulted in the Kowoj 
migration to the northern shore of Lake Petén Itzá. Later AjChan married a daughter of the 
Kowoj leader, then the Kowoj attacked the Yalain at the eve of the Conquest in 1697 (Jones 
1998:56). 
 Villagutierre Soto-Mayor described that Kan Ek's “jurisdiction” included the small lake 
“Eckixil” or “Equexil,” present-day Laguna Quexil (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:272, 343). 
After the conquest, Kan Ek' told the Spaniards that two “petencillos” (islets) had many 
inhabitants, who never had a cacique because they came to work the milpa there (Villagutierre 
Soto-Mayor 1983:343). They had a house of idols for Ajaw Kan Ek' and AjK'in Kan Ek'. 
Archaeological investigations at Lake Quexil as well as Lake Peténxil to the west revealed the 
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Postclassic occupation and canal construction, connected to Lake Petén Itzá (Schwarz 2004). The 
canal transportation must have helped for the trade network to Lake Salpetén, Lake Macanché, 
Lake Yaxhá, and further east to Tipu. The Itza resided in settlements which were located near 
bodies of water such as shores of lakes and lagoons. These locations were defensible and 
provided convenient access to long distance exchange. The Spaniards reported during the 17th 
century that canoes were used for the transportation of products, goods, and foods to and from 
Nojpeten. 
5-4-1.2 The Chak'an Itza 
Avendaño y Loyola visited the port of Ch'ich' (or Nich/Nixtun), on the peninsula 
(Candelaria Peninsula) extending to the Ensenada de San Jerónimo at the western end (Figure 5-
4). He described the town as the principal settlement of Chak'an Itza and drew it in to his map 
(Jones 1998:Map 9). Ch'ich' was governed by the secondary ruler of Chak'an Itza, B'atab' Tut 
(AjTut) (Jones 1998:192). The port of Ch'ich' was a very important trading node from the Gulf 
coast in the west and the Pasión River in the south to Yucatán in the north. The Itza traded 
annatto, cacao, cotton, and salt (Caso Barrera and Aliphat 2006). Although Chak'an Itza was in 
the Itza core region, the ruler Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kante established an alliance with the Kowoj in 
the north of the lake against Ajaw Kan Ek'.  
In February 1697, a year after Avendaño’s visit to Ch'ich', Martín de Ursúa y Arizmendi, 
the Spanish conquistador arrived at Ch'ich', and found the town already abandoned by the B'atab' 
Tut to avoid the Spaniards. Ursúa built a galeota (galiot) to attack Nojpeten across the lake at the 
eastern end of the peninsula, which is now called “Punta Nijtún,” probably after the 17th-century 
“Nixtun” (a stone ramp or slope) (Jones 1998:266). After the conquest at Nojpeten, sixteen 
families from the eastern province moved into the tip of the peninsula, establishing a new 
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mission, San Jerónimo in 1703. The mission was relocated west of San Andres Mission in 1734. 
Since the Chak'an Itza were known as a militaristic people, they (along with their Kowoj allies) 
continued in their resistance against the Spaniards and established a new capital at Chun Ajaw, at 
Lake Sacpuy, led by K'in Kante (Jones 1998:383-384). 
The location of the Chak'an Itza was important for the southern trade routes running 
toward the Pasión River and northwest to the Acalan region. Around Lake Sacpuy, B'alamtun, 
Chun Ajaw, Saksel, Sakpuy, Joyop, and Gwakamay were the major towns (Figure 5-4). The 
Itza’s capital after the conquest was located near B'alamtun and Lake Sacpuy in the Chak'an Itza 
(Jones 1998). Joyop appears to have been located on Laguna Picú, to the southwest of Lake 
Sacpuy. At Lake Sacpuy, the Itza occupied a few islets or peninsulas during the Postclassic 
period. Don Juan de Villagutierre Soto-Mayor mentioned that two small islands in Lake Sacpuy 
had numerous inhabitants whose ruler had died and that maize fields surrounded the lake 
(Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:343). A Spanish document after the conquest describes that 
B'atab' Puk became the ruler “cacique” of Joyop on Laguna Picú by 1702 (Jones 1998:65). 
Archaeological investigations on the island and around the lake have revealed a large number of 
the Postclassic-diagnostic ceramics (Cowgill 1963; Sánchez P. et al. 1995, Chapter 6-6-3) 
Geopolitical power relations even within the Itza region were very complex in the 17th 
century. The senior b'atab' of Chak'an Itza, Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kante told the Spaniards that he 
was also the ruler of the Yalain region and that he was an enemy of Ajaw Kan Ek' (Jones 
1998:95). This agrees with Villagutierre Soto-Mayor’s report about the people in the Yalain, 
where the emissary AjChan was hiding. 
 “These Indians also said their village was one day’s journey from those of the cayo, and 
that they were not subjects of King Canek; their king was Cincantek, who was at war 
with King Canek, and, as his opponent, they had ceased their opponent, they had ceased 
their opposition to the Spaniards” (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:272). 
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The ruler’s name, “Cincantek” or “Cin Can Tec,” is possibly an alternative spelling for “K'in 
Kante,” who was the senior b'atab' of Chak'an Itza. In fact, Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kante allied with 
the Kowoj against Ajaw Kan Ek. He controlled five regions (“jurisdictions”): Chaltunja, 
Sakpetén, Macanché, Sacá, and Kobá (Villagutierre Soto-Mayor 1983:272). A Spanish document 
after the Conquest relays that the “cacique” (ruler) of Yalain on Lake Macanché is Chamach 
Xulu (Jones 1998:65). When Avendaño y Loyola visited the Yalain, they met Chamach Xulu, “a 
close companion and confidant of the King Canek” (Jones 1998:216). Chamach Xulu and 
AjChan with a few people from the Yalain visited Ursúa at Ch'ich' to seek a peaceful surrender 
to the Spaniards on the eve of the Conquest (Jones 1998:269-285). Jones (1998:306) suggests 
that Chamach Xulu and AjChan from the Yalain “believed that a peaceful resolution with the 
Spaniards and with each other could be achieved only through conversion.”  
5-4-2 The Kowoj Region 
Unlike the Itza, the Kowoj’s political geography is still uncertain because the Spaniards 
primarily discussed the Itza. However, it is possible that the Kowoj also had a centralized capital 
similar to Nojpeten. As we have seen, the Kowoj claimed that they had migrated into the Petén 
lakes region at the Conquest of Yucatán. They settled to the north and east of Lake Petén Itzá in 
the mid-16th century (Jones 1998) (Figure 5-4). The Kowoj became powerful as they became the 
seat of may cycle: Prudence Rice (2009:48) suggests that Topoxté and Zacpetén were the k'atun 
seats in 1500 and 1539. Munro Edmonson (1986:275-276) compiled the seating and lordship of 
the k'atun cycle from the books of Chumayel, Maní, Kaua, and Tizimin and listed “Kin Colah 
Petén” for the k'atun seat in 1500 and 1539 and “Colox Petén” in 1539. Kin Colah Petén and 
Colox Petén, Rice offers, may be two different groups known as the Kowoj.  
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Jones (1998:56-58, 2009:62-63) postulated that the Itza’s military campaign expelled the 
Kowoj from the region around Lake Macanché between the 1630s-1660s, in order to secure the 
network route between Tipu in Belize and Nojpeten. This Itza invasion of the region pushed the 
Kowoj farther into the north and extended the Itza to Lake Macanché, and the Kowoj territory 
extended to Lakes Yaxhá and Sacnab in the far east (Figure 5-1). On the eve of the Conquest, 
however, the Kowoj attacked the Macanché region to regain their former territory (Jones 
1998:56). This may have resulted in controlling the region that included Ixlú (Jones 1998:56). 
At the time of the conquest, the leading ruler of the Kowoj was AjKowoj or “Capitán” 
Kowoj to the Spaniards, and the junior ruler (probably AjKowoj’s son) was Kulut Kowoj (Jones 
1998:66). They appear to have resided at Ketz on the northeast shore of Lake Petén Itzá (Figure 
5-1). Ursúa visited the town of Ketz after the conquest, and Father Juan Pacheco de Sopuerta 
estimated its population at about one thousand (Jones 1998:325). After the execution of AjKowoj, 
the inhabitants abandoned the town and moved near Lake Yaxhá (Jones 1998:347-348). Surface 
collection and survey around Ketz in 1994 by Proyecto Maya-Colonial revealed Postclassic 
occupation, but it was not as dense as the Itza’s capital Nojpeten (Sanchez P. 1995:593; see also 
Velásquez 1992). Jones (2009:65-66) suggests that Ketz may have been a recent capital serving 
as a “capital in exile,” after the Itza’s military campaign to Zacpetén. The other major towns in 
the Kowoj region at the conquest were Zacpetén on Lake Salpetén and Saklemakal (Figure 5-1). 
Saklemakal was a port town on the east end of Lake Petén Itzá and appeared in Spanish 
documents. It has been suggested that Saklemakal may be the archaeological site of Ixlú, which 
was excavated by Proyecto Maya-Colonial (Jones 1998:439n55; Rice and Rice 2016). 
Saklemakal/Ixlú was an important strategic node for the Petén lakes trade network. 
Archaeological excavation revealed both Itza and Kowoj occupation at Ixlú during the Late 
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Postclassic period, indicating that it was a site whose control as a port town was contested (Rice 
and Rice 2016). At the time of the conquest, Saklemakal was the Kowoj town, controlled by 
Kulut Kowoj (Jones 1998:66). 
No documents describe the sociopolitical organization of the Kowoj, compared to the 
complicated sociopolitical organization of the Itza which includes dual rulership and 
quadripartite organization. Jones (2009) suggests that the Kowoj had a far simpler system than 
the Itza, the system where the leading men of the Kowoj ch'ib'al (patrilineage group) served as 
rulers of the polity.  
Topoxté Island in Lake Yaxhá featured Kowoj ceremonial buildings such as a temple 
assemblage. Although radiocarbon dating from the temple assemblage at Topoxté Island 
provided a date for the final occupation of the site of around 1450-1475 CE (Wurster and 
Hermes 2000:249), Topoxté was probably abandoned before Zacpetén (Pugh and Rice 2009:112). 
Since Topoxté lacks Colonial artifacts, it can be assumed that the Kowoj did not stay at Topoxté 
during the turmoil at the Conquest. 
The archaeological site of Yalain on the west end of Lake Macanché appears to have 
been abandoned after the conquest. The modern town of Macanché on the southwest of Lake 
Macanché has grown since the 1950s with the development of the road from Flores to Belize 
(Rice 1987:6). Archaeological investigations around Lake Macanché have revealed the 
Postclassic occupation on Macanché Island (Bullard 1970, 1973; Rice 1987) and Muralla de 
León (Bracken 2014; Rice and Rice 1981), as well as at the archaeological site of Yalain in the 
northwest of Lake Macanché (Aguilar 2002; Sanchez P. 1997, see Chapter 6-7). 
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5-4-3 Summary of the Late Postclassic Political Geography of the Petén Lakes Region 
 Grant Jones’s (1998) studies of the Itza and Kowoj from the Late Postclassic to the 
Conquest demonstrate the complex and fluid nature of their political geography in the Petén 
lakes region, especially closer in time to the conquest. Recent studies by Rice and Rice (2018a, 
2018b) reconstructed the political geography of this region, based on their archaeological data in 
the last two decades. According to their reconstruction, Yalain, formerly considered a separate 
polity or territory around Lake Macanché, is now thought to be a nickname (“place of 
crocodiles”) for the southeastern short of Lake Petén Itza. The Chak'an Itza now appears to have 
been a faction of the Itza, having had political struggle with Ajaw Kan Ek'. While the Chak'an 
Itza had kinship ties with the Itza, they also had an alliance with the Kowoj in the east.  
The rule of Ajaw Kan Ek' was not absolute; the council members could and did criticize 
his rule. Ajaw B'atab' Kin Kante of Chak'an Itza allied with the Kowoj against Ajaw Kan Ek'. 
AjChan of the Itza-controlled Yalain married the daughter of the Kowoj leader, allying himself 
with the Kowoj. The internal relocation/migration appears to have occurred frequently. The 
continuous migrations into the Petén lakes region likely escalated the internal factionalism. The 
people of the Yalain were dislocated from the Itza region in order to cultivate milpas. After the 
Conquest, the Itza placed their new capital near Lake Sacpuy. However, Kowoj names have been 
identified in the modern town of Sakpuy as well as San Andrés and San José, which formerly 
were the Chak'an Itza territory (Jones 2009:67-68). The Itza’s military priests, Ach Kats, were in 
charge of the k'atun seating in each town, recruiting the youth from those towns (Jones 1998:88-
89). These institutions increased people’s movement across these territories (Jones 2009:69). In 
the turmoil of the Conquest, the social identity of the Itza may have been diminished. For 
example, the town names of the Itza-dominant area did not have any association with particular 
156 
 
ch'ib'al in the list of towns and settlement in 1702 after the conquest (Jones 1998:62-64Table3.1). 
This indicates that the Itza’s systematic social system may have been lost or discouraged by the 
new government (Jones 2009:67). 
 These political geographies of the Itza and Kowoj, reconstructed by Jones, describe the 
situation after the Spanish encounter in 1525. Although Rice and Rice provide the recent 
archaeological data on the Late Postclassic period before the arrival of the Spanish, a synthesis of 
material culture in this region need to be conducted to reconstruct the factions of the Itza. The 
next section reviews the material culture of the Late Postclassic Period from the archaeological 





Late Postclassic Material Culture of the Petén Lakes 
Region 
6-1 Introduction   
The Petén lakes region was continuously occupied since the Middle Formative period 
(1000-300 BCE) through the Contact period, suggesting that this region was always an attractive 
location because of the chain of lakes (Pugh et al. 2016; Rice 2009a). Most archaeological 
investigations in this region have focused on the Postclassic to Colonial period (see Chapter 1), 
and have reported on many aspects of Late Postclassic material culture including a consideration 
of migration between Yucatán and Petén (Pugh 2001, 2003; Rice and Cecil 2009, Rice and Rice 
2018b). In this chapter, I review the ethnospecific Itza material culture of the Late Postclassic 
period. I present the characteristics of Late Postclassic architecture and ceramics, which are 
ethnospecific and represent their political background. The material culture of the major centers 
of the Petén lakes region that have been excavated will be discussed, including 1) ceremonial and 
residential architectural patterns, and 2) ceramic paste types and censer forms. Reviewing the 
artifact assemblages from archaeological sites in the Petén lakes region, I examine the extent to 
which the ethnospecific material culture is distributed around Tayasal in the region. The Late 
Postclassic material culture of the Petén lakes region provides archaeological evidence for the 
Late Postclassic political geography reconstructed from ethnohistorical documents. 
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Figure 6-1: Map of Mayapán, showing the location of Central Precinct and Itzmal Ch'en. Modified from Paris 
et al. 2017: Figure 1. 
6-2 Architecture  
6-2-1 Temple Assemblages 
Research on Late Postclassic architectural traits of the Petén lakes region has revealed 
both continuity and discontinuity with earlier periods. The continuity is found in the presence of 
C-shaped structures from the Terminal Classic period (Rice 1986; Schwarz 2004, 2009, 2013), 
while discontinued architectural forms include ceremonial groups of Twin Pyramid Complex and 
Plaza Plan 2 (see Chapter 7-1 for the description of Plaza Plan 2) (Pugh 2001). These ceremonial 
groups may have been derived from the Formative period E-Group and the Triadic Group and 
preceded the Late Postclassic ceremonial group (see Chapter 7-2) (Pugh 2001:141-142). The 
ceremonial group at Tayasal may have a kind of Late Postclassic period architectural 
arrangement called a “temple assemblage”, which appears in Yucatán and   
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Figure 6-2: Basic Ceremonial Group at Mayapán: colonnaded hall (Str. J-111), shrine 
(Str. J-110), and oratorio (Str. J-109). Modified from Proskouriakoff 1962: Figure 2a 
Figure 6-3: Temple Assemblage at Mayapán: temple (Str. Q-143), colonnaded hall (Str. Q-145), shrine (Str. Q-149), 




Figure 6-4: Map of Yucatán, showing the location of 
Postclassic sites with temple assemblages. 
Petén, as well as elsewhere during the Late 
Postclassic period. Late Postclassic temple 
assemblage may have been emerged from Classic 
period Twin Pyramid Complex and Plaza Plan 2 
(Pugh 2001:141).  
The presence of a temple assemblage has 
been an ethno-marker of Kowoj-controlled 
territory in the eastern lake basins (Pugh 2001; 
Rice and Rice 2009; see also Rice 1986:315–316). 
The civic-ceremonial temple assemblage pattern 
was first defined by Tatiana Proskouriakoff at 
Mayapán, Mexico (Proskouriakoff 1962:90-91) 
(Figure 6-1). The Mayapán temple assemblage is a modified architectural arrangement of the 
“basic ceremonial group” at Mayapán, (a term also coined by Proskouriakoff [1962:90]) and 
consisted of a colonnaded hall, a raised shrine, and an oratorio (Figure 6-2). The basic Mayapán-
style temple assemblage appears as a basic ceremonial group with a statue shrine and a temple 
(Figure 6-3). A colonnaded hall stands at a right angle to a temple and an oratorio to the right of 
the temple. A raised shrine faces the temple, with a low statue shrine between the two, also 
facing the temple. A pyramid temple with serpent columns stands in the center of the central 
precinct of Mayapán, and temple assemblages repeatedly appear inside the walls of Mayapán 
including in the Itzmal Ch'en group in the northeast of Mayapán (Figure 6-1).  
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Figure 6-5: A) Temple Assemblage, and B) Basic Ceremonial Group at Isla Cilvituk. Modified from 
Alexander 2006: Figures 5 and 6. 
Mayapán-style temple assemblages have been identified outside of Mayapán. A few 
possible temple assemblages have been reported from sites in northern Yucatán, such as Isla 
Cilvituk (Silvituc), Campeche (Alexander 2005:170, 2006:249-251; Andrews IV 1943: Figure 
6), Chich'en Itza (Pugh 2001:158-159), and Cobá, Quintana Roo (Pugh 2001:156) (Figure 6-4). 
The archaeological site of Isla Cilvituk is located in southwestern Campeche, 136 km southeast 
of Champotón, and features both a basic ceremonial group and a temple assemblage (Figure 6-5). 
This Postclassic-period (900-1525 CE) site attracted Maya refugees from other areas after their 
decline in the southern lowlands. Its location near the end of riverine routes connecting Petén to 
the Gulf coast was advantageous for the development of an exchange network (Alexander 2005). 
The basic ceremonial group is aligned approximately north-south; the open hall faces the shrine 
and oratorio which are located further north (Figure 6-5B). The temple assemblage is located on 
the southeast of the island and constructed on an elevated platform with a wall on the southwest 
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Figure 6-6: Map of dual temple assemblage in Group Q-151, showing the cenote Chen Mul on the northwest. Modified from 
Pollock et al. 1962: Map 
side of the platform (Figure 6-5A). The temple is situated on the south and is attached to an 
oratorio to its right facing a probable raised shrine north (Alexander 2006:251). At a right angle 
to the temple is a colonnaded hall facing east (Alexander 2006:251). A structure on the eastern 
side faces the colonnaded hall. In addition, at least three stelae are placed on the platform within 
the temple assemblage (Alexander 2006:251). Furthermore, a rejollada (dried sinkhole) is 
located northwest of the temple assemblage (Alexander 2006). This parallels one of the temple 
assemblage groups at Mayapán. The eastern Chen Mul temple assemblage group at Mayapán 
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consisted of two temple assemblages plus the cenote Chen Mul (Figure 6-6). For the northern 
group, a cenote is integrated into this dual temple assemblage group in the place of a temple. 
This pattern is also seen in one of the temple assemblages at Zacpetén (discussed below). 
Pugh (2001) considers the Platform Ho'Che in the “Old Chich'en” area to contain a 
temple assemblage, which appears to be a predecessor of the Mayapán-style temple assemblage     
(Figure 6-7). As at Mayapán, Platform Ho'Che includes a temple with a serpent head-sculpture 
and a colonnaded hall at a right angle. A raised shrine stands facing the colonnaded hall, and a 
low statue shrine rests between the raised shrine and the colonnaded hall. A possible oratorio is 
located southeast of the temple, facing the same direction. The ball court west of the temple 
assemblage suggests that Platform Ho'Che imitates the central ceremonial group at Chich'en Itza 
(Lincoln 1990:407; Pugh 2001:158). This points to temple assemblage architecture as an early 
Figure 6-7: Map of Platform Ho'Che at Chich'en Itza. Modified from Lincoln 1990: Map Sheet I. 
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feature of the Itza in eastern Yucatán. 
Likewise, the Las Pinturas complex at Cobá, Quintana Roo, appears to be a temple 
assemblage (Pugh 2001:156) (Figure 6-8). This complex is a Postclassic assemblage of 
structures with 13 rectangular shrines and several stelae fragments (Folan et al. 1983:71-75). A 
“Tulum-style” temple faces northwest, and a colonnaded hall lies at a right angle to the temple. 
An oratorio sits at the foot of a staircase of the temple. The few glyphs carved on the fragment of 
stela located on the temple staircase probably represent a date between the 7th and 9th centuries 
(Folan et al. 1983:72), suggesting that the Late Classic monument had been reset. The 
rectangular shrines or altars in front of the oratorio and temple may represent k'atun cycles. The 
many carbonized objects and the burned surface of the stela indicate that ceremonial activities 
were frequently conducted at this complex.  
Figure 6-8: Map of Las Pinturas complex at Cobá. Modified from Folan et al. 1983: Figure 5.6. 
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Figure 6-9: Map of Central Group at Tulum. Modified from Pugh 2001: Figure 5-2. 
Pugh (2001:159-161) defines a “Tulum-Style Temple Assemblage,” which is commonly 
seen along the east coast of Yucatán peninsula. The Late Postclassic site of Tulum has been the 
scene of this reported variant of the Mayapán-style temple assemblages (Pugh 2001). A temple 
complex sits west of the plaza facing the platform with two staircases (Figure 6-9). A colonnaded 
hall lies at a right angle to the temple on the southern side, and two oratorios sit at the base of the 
temple staircases similar to the one at Cobá. Although this assemblage does not follow the model 
of the Mayapán temple assemblage, Pugh considers this temple-based ceremonial group to be a 
variant. Several sites on the east coast of Yucatán share common plaza and temple complex 
groupings, indicating that they likely derived from Mayapán’s temple assemblage (Pugh2001). 
Outside of Mayapán, temple assemblages have been identified more commonly in the 
Petén region, especially in the area east of Lake Petén Itza. The Postclassic sites where temple 
assemblages are found include Topoxté, Muralla de León, Ixlú, Tipu, and Zacpetén (Pugh 2001) 
(Figure 6-10). The three Topoxté Islands lie 52 km east of Tayasal in Lake Yaxhá. The main 
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island, Topoxté Island, is one of the major Postclassic settlements of the southern lowland Maya. 
William Bullard (1970), who excavated at Topoxté, noted the similarities between the 
construction styles of Topoxté, Mayapán, Tulum, and Quintana Roo, Mexico. Comparing the 
temple assemblages of Zacpetén, Topoxté, and Ixlú with those of Mayapán, a shared pattern in 
the arrangement of structures exists: a temple sits on the west side of the complex, and an 
open/colonnaded hall lies at a right angle to the temple in the Petén sites. Furthermore, unlike 
Mayapán-style temple assemblages, the raised shrine faces the colonnaded hall in both Topoxté 
and Zacpetén. This pattern is also seen at Muralla de León, where the raised shrine faces the 
open hall. This modified arrangement is considered the Petén version of temple assemblages 
(Pugh 2001).  
Radiocarbon dating suggests that the Petén temple assemblages were constructed 
between the late 14th and early 15th centuries (Rice 2009; Wurster and Hermes 2000). If this date 
is correct, the temple assemblages were constructed before the Kowoj migration of the mid-16th 
Figure 6-10: Map of Central Group at Topoxté, showing the temple assemblage. Modified from Pugh 2001: Figure:5-15. 
167 
 
century at the conquest of Yucatán. Timothy Pugh and Prudence Rice (2009) argue that the first 
wave of Kowoj migration to the Petén lakes region from northern Yucatán was a result of the 
conflict between the Kokom and the Xiw at K'atun 8 Ajaw (1185-1204 CE), and that the Kowoj 
constructed their first temple assemblage in Petén after the Xiw revolts against the Kokom at 
Mayapán in K'atun 1 Ajaw (1382-1402 CE) (see Chapter 4). The temple assemblage at Topoxté 
is the most elaborate, with beam and mortar roofs for some buildings (Pugh and Rice 2009:111; 
Wurster 2000). This indicates that earlier immigrants of Mayapán-related groups, if not the 
Kowoj specifically, constructed the assemblage on the islands in Lake Yaxhá. These earlier 
immigrants probably moved west as related groups, including the Kowoj migrated into the Petén 
lakes region.  
Until recently, it was thought that Mayapán-style temple assemblages, in particular, their 
spatial distribution, were absent from the Itza region in Petén because of the ethnohistorical 
connection between Mayapán and the Kowoj. In the Itza region, basic ceremonial groups have 
been identified at Tayasal (Chase 1983), Quexil (Rice 1986; Schwarz 2004), and Finca 
Michoacan (Rice 1986). Further research in the Itza territory may find a pattern of architectural 
arrangement that is unique to the Itza. Since a prototype of Mayapán-style temple assemblage 
exists at Chich'en Itza and several sites along the east coast of Yucatán, the presence of temple 
assemblages in the Petén lakes region may provide archaeological evidence in support of 
migration myths.  
Pugh (2001:594) notes that outside of Kowoj territory, ceremonial groups are “open hall-
based rather than temple-based.” The open hall-based ceremonial group could be a prototypical 
assemblage of the Mopan Maya, which has “a large hall with two or more smaller halls facing 
into it” (Pugh 2001:594). This pattern has been identified at Ixlú, Yalain (details below), and El 
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Figure 6-11: Standard elite residential structures at Mayapán; B) is a reconstructed 
sketch of building A. Modified from Smith 1962: Figures 8, 9 
Fango in the savannas south of Lake Petén Itza (Rice and Rice 1978). In addition, Zacpetén 
appears to have had open hall-based ceremonial groups during the Early Postclassic period and 
later added temples (Pugh 2001:549). It seems possible that the open hall-based (or “basic) 
ceremonial group is an Itza-specific pattern (Don Rice, personal communication 2017). 
6-2-2 Residential Structure 
 Bishop Diego de Landa described in detail the residential structures of 16th century 
Yucatán (Tozzer 1941:85-87). Houses have a wall in the middle dividing the house on the long 
axis. There is no door at the entrance and the medial wall allowing access to the back room 
which would have contained beds. The front room is used for the reception and lodging of 
guests. They have a thatched roof, which slopes down very low in the front of the structure. 
Alfred Tozzer (1941:86n357) notes in his translation of Bishop Landa’s Relación that the house 
doors do not face west, but most of the time faces east. This is because temples were oriented 
west (Tozzer 1941:86:n357, cited from Relación de Yucatán, 2:213). Franciscan friar, Avendaño 
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Figure 6-12: C-shaped structure at Ceibal. Adapted from Tourtellot 1988: Figure 5.4. 
y Loyola described Ajaw Kan Ek'’s house at Nojpeten in the 17th century, as having a stucco 
plastered front room with a bench construction (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:34; Jones 1998:71). In 
the front room where the Ajaw received his guests was a wide and long table where the Itza 
practiced human sacrifice with effigy censers (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:34; Jones 1998:71). 
The residential structures and patterns of the Postclassic period have been well studied at 
Cozumel (Freidel 1981; Freidel and Sabloff 1984), Mayapán (Brown 1999; Masson et al. 2014; 
Smith 1962), and the central Petén region (Rice 1988; Pugh 2009). The standard residential 
structure at Mayapán has a front and back room divided by a medial wall with one or more 
doorways, known as a tandem form (Smith 1962:266; Freidel 1981:315; Pugh 2001:147) (Figure 
6-11). The front room is often in a C-shaped form with benches against the medial wall, while 
the back room has neither. Excavated residential forms match Landa’s description of 16th-
century houses. At Mayapán, non-elite residential structures have no masonry foundation walls 
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or benches. Typical commoner houses at Mayapán rarely have two rooms (Masson et al. 
2014:208). On the other hand, the elaborate houses of the elite are constructed with masonry 
beam-and-mortar roofs or thatched roofs. They have multiple doorways with stone columns, 
functioning as a colonnaded or open hall. These large residences also have a transverse room and 
a room for worship. Although these hall-like palaces are found with oratorios, shrines, and 
temples, non-elite residences are formed by other domestic structures enclosing a courtyard. 
Burial features are found within or around non-elite residences. Carlos Peraza Lope and Marilyn 
Masson (2014:109) mention the lack of burials at the halls, which distinguishes them from other 
elite residences. Recovered artifacts suggest they may have functioned as both civic-ceremonial 
places and elite residences (Peraza Lope and Masson 2014:110). 
A C-shaped structure consists of a rear foundation wall with short side walls making an 
angular form of a “C,” and probably supporting a perishable roof (Figure 6-12). The front of the 
structure is open and often has a low bench along the walls. C-shaped structures or C-shaped 
bench structures emerge during the Late Classic period in Ceibal, the Pasión region, Petén 
(Tourtellot 1988). Since they increase in frequency in the Tepejilote-Bayal transition period 
(770-830 CE) at Ceibal, Gair Tourtellot (1988:258-260) suggested that C-shaped structures were 
introduced by immigrants, the “Putun Itza.” Later on, C-shaped structures were widely 
distributed in Petén (D. Rice 1986) and elsewhere, including Highland Guatemala (Fox 1987). 
 In northern Yucatán, C-shaped structures also made their appearance during the  
Terminal Classic period, slightly later than in southern Lowland (Bey et al. 1997). George Bey, 
Craig Hanson, and William Ringle (1997) suggest that C-shaped structures are a temporal 
marker of the transition from the Terminal classic to the Postclassic period in northern Yucatán. 
Because C-shaped structures appeared with other architectural and ceramic influences of 
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Figure 6-13: Drawing of albarradas (walls) enclosing residential structures at 
Mayapán. Adapted from Smith 1962: Figure 1. 
Chich'en Itza at Uxmal in the Puuc region, Ringle, Tomás Gallareta Negrón, and Bey (1998) 
postulated that the spread of the C-shaped form was associated with “the cult of Quetzalcoatl,” 
characterized by an inter-regional political and religious cult network of Chich'en Itza and other 
centers (see Chapter 4). More recently, however, Tourtellot and Jason González (2004:73) state 
that the C-shaped structures at Ceibal are not “foreign,” even though C-shaped bench structures 
resemble the C-shaped wall-and-bench structures of the Early Postclassic period in northern 
Yucatán (Bey et al. 1997; Rice 1986:306-309). In fact, C-shaped structures existed in the 
southern lowlands before the Terminal Classic period (Rice 2004; Schwarz 2004, 2009). 
Masson, Timothy Hare, and Peraza Lope (2014:202) argue that the form of Mayapán’s 
dwellings were distinct, compared to that of Dzibilchaltun, Chich'en Itza, and the Puuc sites. At 
Chich'en Itza, residential structures contained room blocks aligned in rectangular or apsidal 
(rounded corners) configurations (Smith 1962: Figure 10). Several residential structures were 
enclosed by an albarrada (wall) 
found both at Mayapán and 
Chich'en Itza, probably 
representing a socioeconomic unit 
(Brown 1999) (Figure 6-13). An 
isolated commoner house is also 
present within enclosures—often it 
has two benches and a rear room. 
Although albarradas are common 
in northern Yucatán during the 
Postclassic period, they are rare in 
172 
 
Petén. The number of houses within an enclosure may indicate the inhabitants’ socioeconomic 
organization and occupation (Hutson 2009). Throughout the years, extended family groups 
utilize buildings within a patio as ancillary structures. Isolated houses may be occupied during 
the agricultural season as temporary dwellings (McAnany 1995).  
 Don Rice (1988:234) described residential patterns of the Postclassic period in the 
Central Petén as “very distinctive.” The three main patterns for structures built upon a platform 
include: 1) a rectangular structure lies on the rear edge of the platform and has a single, straight 
wall along the long axis, 2) a structure with an L-shaped opening to the front, and 3) a structure 
with C-shaped walls opening to the front (Rice 1988:234-235). Structures in these patterns stand 
either alone or sometimes in groups. The Postclassic settlement is densely concentrated on 
islands or peninsulas in the central Petén, which are natural, and defensive landscapes (Rice 
1988:236). Structures are densely clustered to share terraces, and their orientations are not 
associated with adjacent structures constructed in ancient times. 
 The number of houses built upon the platform may be related to the size of extended 
families and wealth (Hendon 1991). The location of residences is also correlated with 
socioeconomic status: larger houses are more commonly found near site centers, while smaller 
houses are dispersed in marginal areas. At Zacpetén, most residences are situated on slopes 
surrounding the ceremonial groups (Pugh 2009). They are not found near the lake shore, 
probably because of shifting water levels. The elevation of housing appears to be one of the 
factors of social complexity at Mayapán. Large houses (>120 m²) were constructed on altillos 
(elevated knolls), some of which were modified and raised (Masson et al. 2014:240). 
 It appears that a wide range of residential structures was constructed during the Late 
Postclassic period. Pugh (2001, 2009) has noted the similarities between residential structures in 
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Mayapán and Zacpetén. Differences lie in the form of these benches, the locations of shrines in 
the residence, and the presence of a perishable roof. These differences are more prominent than 
the differences in the pattern of temple assemblage. The Postclassic inhabitants at Zacpetén may 
have adapted their residential patterns from examples already existing in Petén, and not those of 
Mayapán. 
6-3 Mortuary Practices 
Mortuary customs at Mayapán appear to have “no fixed rule” (Smith 1962:252), and a 
wide range of patterns has been reported from Mayapán. Nevertheless, Masson, Hare, and Peraza 
Lope (2014:254) note that deer vertebrae appear to have been included in the deposits, indicating 
these offerings were probably the norm. Deer bones were recovered from burials at Progresso 
Lagoon, Belize (Masson et al. 2014:254; Oland 2009). The presence of deer tibia or long bones 
is reported from Classic-period female burials at Yaxuná (Ardren 2002). Tracy Ardren (2002:78) 
suggests an economic and symbolic link between deer and women. Although there is no 
particular pattern for positioning in burials during the Postclassic period across the Maya 
lowlands, flexed and seated burials appear to be more frequent and common than in earlier 
periods.  
6-4 Ceramics 
6-4-1 Postclassic Ceramic Wares 
George Cowgill (1963) was the first scholar to define the ceramic chronologies of Flores 
and Tayasal, including three ceramic groups: Augustine, Paxcamán, and Tachis. The Tachis 
ceramic group is unclear and is specific only to Flores and Tayasal during the Middle to Late 
Postclassic; it does not occur at other sites such as Topoxté and Macanché (Rice 1987:100-101). 
From his excavation on Topoxté and Macanché Islands in northeastern Petén in the 1960s, 
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Table 6-1: Central Petén Postclassic Ceramic Tradition by Bullard (1973). Modified from Bullard 1973: Figure 37. 
William Bullard (1973) described a “Central Petén Postclassic Tradition.” He divided the 
Postclassic period ceramics of these two sites into three ceramic groups: Augustine, Paxcamán, 
and Topoxté. He also constructed a tentative ceramic chronology: Period I (900-1100 CE), 
Period II (1100-1250 CE), Period III (1250-1450 CE), and Period IV (1450-1525+ CE) (Bullard 
1973) (Table 6-1). Period I was characterized by the presence of the Augustine ceramic group, 
Period II by the Paxcamán, Period III by both the Paxcamán and Topoxté, and Period IV by the 
Paxcamán ceramic group and the Itza dominance at Nojpeten. Prudence Rice (1979, 1987) 
modified Bullard’s chronology based on her analyses of pottery from Canté and Macanché 
Islands. She identified the “paste ware” for each ceramic group: Snail-Inclusion Paste ware for 
175 
 
the Paxcamán ceramic group, Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware for the Augustine ceramic group, 
and Clemencia Cream Paste ware for the Topoxté ceramic group. She recognized that Topoxté 
ceramics appear in the Early Postclassic complex, not solely in the Late Postclassic period. 
Arlen Chase (1983) with assistance from Diane Chase (1983) developed a ceramic 
sequence in Tayasal and suggested as the representatives of the Postclassic period: the 
Augustine, Paxcamán, and Trapeche groups, instead of the Tachis group that was included in 
Cowgill’s definition. The Trapeche group is classified based on cream-pink-tan slip and paste 
characteristics: Chase and Chase consider Trapeche Pink to be a predecessor to the Paxcamán 
group. Chase and Chase (1983) also provided a ceramic chronology for the Postclassic period at 
Tayasal: the Hobo Complex (700-900 CE, Late to Terminal Classic), the Chilcob Complex (900-
1200 CE, Early Postclassic), the Cocahmut Complex (1200-1450 CE, Middle Postclassic), and 
Kauil Complex (1450-1750 CE, Late Postclassic/Protohistoric) (Table 6-1, see also Table 1-1) . 
Chases’ chronology offers that the Augustine ceramic group is introduced in the late Hobo 
complex and becomes dominant in the Chilcob Complex, while the Trapeche Pink ceramic group 
also appears after the Augustine group, replaced with a red-slipped Tanche ceramic group in the 
late facet of Chilcob complex. Chase and Chase (1983:105) noticed that Augustine Red has 
thicker walls and effigy scroll supports in this late facet of Chilcob complex. Chase identified the 
“Middle” Postclassic period which is characterized by the widespread appearance of Snail-
Inclusion Paste ware such as Paxcamán Red. A “Mixtec” handled incensario from Flores may be 
from this period (Chase and Chase 1983:109). According to Chases, effigy censers are 
introduced into Tayasal during the Cocahmut period. The latest complex, the Kauil Complex, has 
two facets: early (1450-1600 CE) and late (1600-1750 CE). In the early facet, the red-brown 
paste of the Paxcamán ceramic group is replaced with a gray paste, and the Topoxté ceramic 
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group is introduced into Tayasal. The late facet of the Kauil complex is characterized by the 
sandy paste of the Paxcamán ceramic group, replacing the gray Snail-Inclusion paste. Historic 
pottery such as majolica is included in the late facet of the Kauil complex. Chase and Chase 
(1983:114) point out the difficulties in separating the Historic and Postclassic deposits at 
Tayasal. 
Rice (1979, 1987) developed a typological analysis of Postclassic ceramics based on the 
type-variety system, which is a hierarchical system (ware, group, type, and variety). Her 
classification by three paste-based wares (Snail-inclusion Paste ware, Vitizil Orange-Red Paste 
ware, and Clemencia Cream Paste ware) is in contrast to classification by slip-based wares and is 
very useful for identifying pottery in the absence of slip. Snail-Inclusion Paste ware is 
characterized by its distinctive freshwater snail shell inclusions. The paste color varies 
throughout the Petén lakes region from gray to tan, or orange-brown (Rice 1987). At Tayasal, 
gray pastes are common. In Snail-Inclusion Paste wares, three distinctive ceramic groups include 
Paxcamán, Fulano, and Trapeche, based on the slip color. The monochrome red-slipped type of 
the Paxcamán Ceramic Group is Paxcamán Red. Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware is characterized 
by coarse reddish-brown carbonate paste and is more common in the western region of the Petén 
lakes region. The ceramic group is Augustine Ceramic Group, and the monochrome red-slipped 
type is Augustine Red. Clemencia Cream Paste ware, characterized by a fine, marly cream-
colored paste, is abundant in the Kowoj region, especially around the Topoxté Islands (Rice 
1979; Hermes 2000). The spatial distribution of Clemencia Cream wares and comparative 
analysis of clay from around Lake Yaxhá (Cecil 2007) suggests the Topoxté Islands/Lake Yaxhá 
basin as a manufacturing source. The large amount of Clemencia Cream wares from Zacpetén 
indicates an interaction within the Kowoj territory.  
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Leslie Cecil (2001, 2009) examined the technological styles of Postclassic slipped and 
decorated wares from the Petén lakes region and identified distinctive patterns. These different 
styles of pottery represent different social identities, and thus, different technological styles 
would represent different social groups. During the Late Postclassic period, the Kowoj at 
Topoxté Island produced a fine textured marly, creamy-white paste pottery such as the Topoxté 
ceramic group of the Clemencia Cream Paste ware. This ware is rarely found at Tayasal and 
elsewhere in the Itza region. Cecil (2001) proposes that the Kowoj exported this type primarily to 
other sites located in the eastern section of the lake which was inhabited by members of the 
Kowoj such as the community of Zacpetén.  
Similar to the scarcity of Clemencia Cream wares in the Itza region, Vitzil Orange-Red 
Paste ware is recovered less often from the eastern Kowoj region. Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware 
(the Augustine ceramic group) appears to be associated with the Itza (Cecil 2007:551-559). It 
occurs more frequently at Flores, Quexil, Nixtun-Ch'ch', and Tayasal relative to Kowoj sites in 
the eastern side of Lake Petén Itza, where it is uncommon. The paste of Augustine wares from 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' tends to be darker and coarser than those from Tayasal and Flores. Cecil (2007) 
suggests two possible locations of production: Tipu and Nixtun-Ch'ich'. Outside of the Petén 
lakes region, the pottery of the Augustine ceramic group is abundant at Tipu on the Macal River 
in western Belize from the Early Postclassic period through the Colonial period (Rice 1987). 
Because Tipu was controlled by the Itza, it is likely that Augustine Red is associated with the 
Itza. The Augustine ceramic group served as a temporal marker of the Early Postclassic period in 
the Petén lakes region (Cowgill 1963).  
According to Chase and Chase (1983:103), the Trapeche ceramic group occurs in the 
same period as the Augustine group. However, our research at Tayasal identified only a few 
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sherds of the Trapeche ceramic group. Chase postulates that the Augustine and the Trapeche 
ceramic groups were introduced into Tayasal possibly by two different ethnic groups during the 
Early Postclassic period. Alternatively, Rice (1987:145) suggests that the Trapeche group is a 
copy of the creamy-gray-to-tan waxy slips of slatewares of the Puuc Slate and Thin Slate wares 
of northern Yucatán (Chase and Chase 1983; Rice 1987). At Tipu in western Belize, a similar 
golden-tan slip on red-orange paste occurs in the Early Postclassic phase (Rice 1987). Slateware 
with a “trickle” decoration—Trickle Slateware, also from northern Yucatán—has been identified 
at Macanché and Flores Islands (Rice 1987, 2017, 2018), Tayasal (Chase and Chase 1983), and 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' (Prudence Rice, personal communication 2009). 
The Paxcamán ceramic group is geographically dispersed in Petén Postclassic history. 
Since the highly organic lacustrine clays containing tiny freshwater snails are available across 
the Petén lakes region, the specific clay source is unknown. Red- and black-painted decoration is 
characteristic of Mayapán pottery in northern Yucatán (Smith 1971). The red and black 
decoration appears in the Itza region in Sacá Polychrome (Snail-Inclusion Paste wares) and 
Graciela Polychrome (Vitzil Orange-Red Paste wares); while it is rather rare in the Kowoj region 
except at Topoxté Island (Prudent Rice, personal communication 2018). In the Itza region, the 
paint decoration changes from black to red in the Late Postclassic period as the Kowoj expand 
westward. The red decoration of Chompoxté Red-on-Cream type (Clemencia Cream Paste ware) 
has more grayish than the normal cream paste color (Cecil 2009). The similar decoration appears 
in Snail-Inclusion Paste ware, called Macanché Red-on-paste type in the Itza capital as well as 
the Kowoj region in a very Late Postclassic to the Contact period. This westward expansion of 
red-painted decoration may indicate the Kowoj’s alliance with an Itza faction, Chak'an Itza, in 
the western region (Rice 2017). 
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Figure 6-14: Tripod vessel of Augustine Red from Flores. 
Photo courtesy of Yovany Hernández. 
Figure 6-15: Various forms of tripod support from 
Tayasal: A) trumpet with a vent; B) trumpet with two vents; 
C) scroll with a vent; D) cylindrical; E) globular with a 
vent; F) effigy. 
In general, tripod dishes are the most 
common form of Postclassic decorative pottery in 
the Petén lakes region (Figure 6-14). Each paste 
ware of Postclassic pottery has decorated types 
such as red- or black-painted, red-and-black 
painted, and incised decorations with tripod 
dishes. Dish bases vary from flat to concave. 
Another difference is the presence of an incised surface for grinding on some dishes which are 
called grater bowls or molcajete. Along with tripod dishes, grater bowls become more common 
in the Postclassic period. Since ceramic pestles have been found in Postclassic deposits in this 
region, grinding materials may have served a significant function for both domestic and 
ceremonial purposes.  
Tripod dishes often have a basal flange, which forms a stepped or notched fret. Vitzil 
Orange-Red Paste ware tended to have more basal flanges than the Snail-Inclusion Paste ware in 
the Itza region (Figure 7-6). The basal flange or stepped fret, also seen in the Chompoxte Red-
on-Cream type of Clemencia Cream Paste ware (Rice 1987:161), is very common as a 
decoration for Postclassic tripod dishes (Cecil 2001). Pedestal vessels and censers frequently 
have a basal flange in the other regions such as 
Mayapán, Santa Rita Corozal, and Lamanai. 
Tripod support/feet have a variety of 
forms—cylinder, trumpet, globular, scroll, and 
effigy—and are usually hollow with vent(s) 
(Figure 6-15). At Tayasal, the tripod supports of 
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Snail-Inclusion Paste wares are frequently trumpet and scroll in form, while those of Vitzil 
Orange-Red Paste ware are commonly scroll and effigy in form. The effigy feet of the Itza-
associated Augustine ceramic group of Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware are primarily reptiles 
(Figure 6-15F), and frequently combined with the scroll form. Only one fragment of an effigy 
support was identified in Snail-Inclusion Paste ware at Tayasal. The Topoxté ceramic group 
appears to have no effigy form in the tripod dishes. The common form of reptilian effigy support 
of the Augustine ceramic group has a scrolled end with two vent slits on each side, two attached 
eyeballs, and one or two round spike(s) between eyes. In Flores, effigy supports are shaped more 
elaborately and are better preserved than those from Tayasal. 
Distinctive patterns in the distribution of Postclassic ceramic wares in each community 
are hallmarks of different social identities and economic organization in the region. The Itza and 
Kowoj may have had different loci of production and exchange systems. Although Kowoj-
specific pottery types and decorations have been identified in the Petén lakes region, Itza-specific 
pottery and decoration have just started to be identified (Rice 2017). Augustine ceramic group 
plates with reptilian effigy supports and decorations could be Itza-specific. 
6-4-2 Late Postclassic Censers 
Since the Preclassic period, public and domestic ceremonial activities incorporated 
incense burners, incensarios, to burn resins, usually of the copal tree. Various forms for 
incensarios developed over time. The Spaniards documented the use of incensarios at contact, 
which they termed “idols.” Franciscan Bishop Diego de Landa (Tozzer 1941:161) said that the 
Maya “renewed the idols of clay and their braziers; for it was the custom that each idol should 
have its little brazier in which they should burn their incense to it.” During the contact period, the 
Spaniards noted that the Itza “carried out their greatest idolatries, mitotes, or dances and drunken 
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revelries” on the mainland, possibly the archaeological site of Tayasal (Villagutierre Soto Mayor 
1983:84). “Mitotes” are mitol in Nahuatl, which means Aztec dance (Villagutierre Soto Mayor 
1983:84n343). 
During the Postclassic period, there were typically two categories of forms for 
incensarios: effigy and non-effigy (or image and non-image). Effigy censers were modeled 
and/or mold-made with elaborate decorations. Non-effigy censers were primarily open bowls and 
pedestal jars with appliqued elements such as spikes, disks, and finger-impressed fillet. 
Postclassic censer types in the Late Postclassic period in the Petén lakes region are found in the 
Dos Lagos ceramic complex and include Patojo Modeled and Mumul Composite, which are 
coarse gray to light-tan, or orange-brown in paste color. The Patojo Modeled type consists of 
effigy censers and some appliqued forms on unslipped surfaces (Rice 1987:187-192). Human 
effigy censers are one of the temporal markers of the Late Postclassic Period in lowland Maya 
(Rice 1987:185).  
6-4-2.1 Effigy Censers 
Late Postclassic effigy censers are hollow standing figures attached to a large pedestal 
vase. Effigy figures vary from various deities to human figures. They are most numerous and 
common at Mayapán, where they are identified as the Chen Mul Modeled type (Smith 1971). 
They are dated to the Hocaba/Tases ceramic complex (1250-1450 CE) at Mayapán. Similar 
effigy censers are widespread and identified throughout the northern lowlands in the Late 
Postclassic period, known as the Chen Mul Mayapán-style effigy censers. They are found at Late 
Postclassic sites on the east and west coasts of Yucatán, Belize, and Petén, including Champotón, 
Campeche (Forsyth 2003, 2004), Santa Rita Corozal (Chase and Chase 1988), Lamanai 
(Pendergast 1981), Caye Coco (Rosenswig and Masson 2000), Zacpetén (Rice and Cecil 2007), 
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Figure 6-16: Effigy censers possibly from Group 25A at Tayasal. A) © 
President and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology, PM#58-34-20/73670 (digital file#CI016013); B) © President 
and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology, PM#58-34-20/34382 (digital file#CI035906); C) © President and 
Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 
PM#58-34-20/34371 (digital file#CI035085). 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' (Rice et al. 1997), and Topoxté (Bullard 1970). Despite the stylistic similarities, 
effigy censers were manufactured locally with local clay (Milbrath and Walker 2016). 
Mayapán-style effigy censers from outside of Mayapán have been studied and their 
stylistic similarities analyzed (Milbrath and Walker 2016; Milbrath et al. 2008; Russell 2000). In 
general, Chen Mul Modeled censers at Mayapán are often about 50 cm tall, which is taller than 
those from any other site (Milbrath et al. 2008:106). The effigy images represent deities such as 
Chaak, Itzamna, the Death God, the Maize God (God E), and the Merchant God (God M). Some 
deities are mixed with traits of central Mexican deities, indicating the interaction with central 
Mexico (Milbrath and Peraza 2003). At Mayapán, deities are painted in multiple colors. Eye 
pupils are also painted on censers from Mayapán, while they are commonly perforated on those 
from elsewhere, except those from Chich'en Itza (Milbrath et al. 2008:105). The standing figure 
has arms extended with bent elbows, holding offering items. Effigy censers are found in various 
contexts including burials, special deposits for altars, and the colonnaded halls of the temple 
assemblage at Mayapán (Peraza 
Lope et al. 2006; Smith 1971).  
It has been suggested that 
throughout the lowland a Chen 
Mul-style effigy censer “cult” was 
promoted by Mayapán during the 
Late Postclassic period (Masson 
2000; Pollock 1962). The 
abundance of Chen Mul effigy 
censers at Mayapán during the 
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Figure 6-17: Effigy censer fragments from Tayasal, excavated by CUDEP 
Photos A), B), D), E), and F) were taken by the author. C) is supposedly an 
open-mouth serpent, adapted from Ramirez Baldizon 2004: Figure 23. 
Tases ceramic complex (1300-1450 CE) overlaps with the rise of the Kokom at Mayapán, dated 
to K'atun 3 Ajaw (1362-1382 CE) (Roys 1962). A little after the first appearance at Mayapán, 
Chen Mul-effigy censers appear on the east and west coasts, and then in Belize and Petén. The 
similarities between the effigy censers across the lowland illuminate the extent to which the 
complex religious iconography was widely shared. The wide dispersal of the Chen Mul effigy-
censer cult supports the view that strong cultural and religious interactions existed between 
Yucatán and Belize/Petén during the Late Postclassic Period and reinforces the migration myths 
found in ethnohistoric documents.  
From Penn’s excavations at Tayasal, Arlen Chase (1983:1281) pointed out that Mayapán-
style effigy censers were rarely encountered around Lake Petén Itza, including Tayasal and 
Flores, compared to sites in the eastern region such as Topoxté and Macanché. He postulated that 
early Postclassic populations in the western region were not originally from or had little 
connection to northern Yucatán. Although no specific references are provided, the collections at 
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology hold pictures of Late Postclassic effigy 
censers supposedly from Tayasal 
(Figure 6-16), likely from Carl 
Guthe’s excavation of the Main 
Group in 1921 and 1922 (Guthe 
1921, 1922). In addition, a large 
number of fragments of human 
effigy censers were identified from 
the 1997 excavation of Str. T99B in 
Ceremonial Group 23A by CUDEP 
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Figure 6-18: Effigy censer fragments from Flores. A), B), C), and D) were 
excavated by CONASUR. E) American Museum of Natural History, Catalog No. 
30.0/2214. Photo by the author. 
(Centro Universitario del Petén) 
(Ramirez 2004). The censer 
fragments recovered from Str. T99B 
included a variety of adornos and 
appliqued elements such as 
necklaces (Figure 6-17). Likewise, 
various excavations at Flores have 
yielded numerous effigy censer 
fragments, though no complete 
censer (Figure 6-18). When Nojpeten was conquered by Martín de Ursúa y Arizmendi in 1697, 
the Spaniards spent a whole day smashing the temple idols at Nojpeten (Jones 1998:301-302). 
Thus, it is likely that effigy censers at Flores and Tayasal, unlike Zacpetén and Topoxté, were 
smashed. 
6-4-2.2 Non-Effigy Censers 
A non-effigy censer type of the Patojo ceramic group, Mumul Composite is characterized 
by coarse gray to tan, reddish paste in color (Rice 1987). Typically, it carries an appliqued fillet 
with a finger-impressed decoration below the rim and above the pedestal base, and several 
circular button-like disks on the body (Rice 1987). The fillet appliqued vessels are formed into 
an hourglass shape with a pedestal base, and are common in Postclassic Petén (Rice 1987). At 
Tikal, Temple I Burial 5 contained fragments of at least five censers with a fillet applique 
(Adams and Trik 1961: Figure 42a-c; Ferree 1972: Figure 26a-d). Based on the presence of 
Plumbate ceramics, this burial has been dated to the Postclassic period (Adams and Trik 
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Figure 6-19: Hourglass, composite censers: A) from Tayasal (Chase and 
Chase 1983: Figure 28d); B) from Flores (photo by the author). 
1961:132). George Brainerd (1958), who studied ceramics in northern Yucatán, attributed such 
censers to the influence of Mayapán.  
Similar forms are present at 
sites in Belize and the Petén lakes 
region, which are contemporaneous 
with Tayasal. At Cerro Maya, 
Belize, hourglass censers with 
appliqued button elements were 
recovered atop Structure 11B 
(Walker 1990:370, Figure 5a-b). 
Instead of an appliqued fillet, the hourglass censers from Cerro Maya have an impressed 
decoration on the shoulder, as well as a motif of rope. Walker (1990:371) notes that the rope 
motif commonly appears in the Postclassic Period on censers and murals. However, no other 
hourglass censer with a rope motif has been reported during the Postclassic Period.  
Hourglass censers were found at sites in the Petén lakes region including Tayasal (Chase 
and Chase 1983), Zacpetén (Pugh 2001; Rice 2009), Topoxté (Wurster 2000), Ixlú (Rice 1987), 
Macanché (Rice 1987), Trinidad de Nosotros (Moriarty 2013), Punta Nimá (Rice 1987), Nixtun-
Ch'ich' (Rice 1996), and Flores (Cowgill 1963). All share a similar form and applique—globular 
body with a flared neck and bolstered rim, thumb-impressed fillet or fingernail-impression, disc, 
button, spike appliqued (Figure 6-19). Some composite censers which are thinner, grayish in 
color, and of finer quality are classified as La Justa Composite of Montículo Unslipped Paste 
ware and Gotas Composite of Uapake Carbonate Paste wares. Some of the hourglass censers 
from the previous excavation at Tayasal were classified in the Cocahmut complex as Puxteal 
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Modeled (Chase and Chase 1983:109, Figure 28d). These Puxteal censers resemble ones from 
the recent excavation of Flores (Figure 6-19B; Zetina A. 2009). These two censers likely belong 
to the La Justa Composite type.  
6-4-2.3 Discussion of Postclassic Censers 
Non-effigy censers are often found in residential contexts, while effigy censers are 
recovered from ritual contexts such as temples, shrines, or altars. Scholars have noted the 
connection between effigy censers and ancestor veneration (Masson 2000:195; Proskouriakoff 
1965:87; Russell 2000:52-53; Walker 1990:18-19). The figurines of effigy censers portrayed 
deities that in turn represented deified ancestors. It has been suggested that during the Postclassic 
Period, ritual practices changed (Chase and Chase 1998). Contrasting with the caching practices 
for the dedication of monumental architecture during the Classic Period at Caracol, Belize, there 
appears to have been a shift in emphasis in ritual deposits during the Postclassic Period. At 
Mayapán, we see an increase in the number of domestic shrines and altars, suggesting a decline 
in the role of the formal priesthood (Masson 2000: 195; Pollock 1962:17; Proskouriakoff 
1962:136). Correspondingly, the shift to using non-effigy censers in residential contexts may 
reflect changes in the nature of the social organization (Chase and Chase 1998:327). If so, 
community-based ritual practices were conducted at Tayasal using attainable non-effigy censers 
during the Postclassic era.  
Like other Mesoamerican Postclassic cultures, emphasizing origins and ancestral places 
were important tools for legitimizing their identity (Schele and Freidel 1990). Practices using 
iconographic and stylistic images from ancestral locations in Yucatán for both effigy and non-
effigy censers may have expressed affinities with the past. At Cerro Maya (also known as 
Cerros), Belize, deposits of effigy censers are found in upper levels of the Preclassic plaza and 
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Figure 6-20: Hourglass censers depicted in the Wayeb' and New Year (Pop) 
ceremonies in the codices. A) Madrid Codex 36; B) Dresden Codex 28. Both 
images from http://www.famsi.org/ 
are associated with the Late Postclassic altars and burial (Walker 1990). Since the Late 
Postclassic occupation was scarce at Cerro Maya, pilgrims visited Cerro Maya to offer effigy 
censers from Santa Rita Corozal. Trace element analyses show that censers at both Cerro Maya 
and Santa Rita Corozal were similar (Milbrath and Walker 2016:190). 
It appears that effigy censers 
were intentionally broken at 
Mayapán and elsewhere (Milbrath et 
al. 2008; Pendergast 1981). At 
Mayapán, some effigy censers were 
smashed at one place and then 
deposited in front of the altar within 
the colonnaded hall. Some fragments 
of broken censers were recovered 
elsewhere (Milbrath and Walker 
2016; Milbrath et al. 2008:106; 
Peraza et al. 2004). Deposits of 
broken and unbroken censers may be 
related to calendrical rituals (Chase 
1988; Milbrath and Walker 2016; 
Rice 1999; Walker 1990). Landa 
(Tozzer 1941:138-167) observed 
rituals during the final five days of 
the year (Wayeb') and the New 
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Year’s day (Pop) ceremonies in which censers were used. For example, a variety of domestic 
items were replaced, and older items discarded outside of the town (Tozzer 1941:151-152). 
Additionally, hourglass censers with spikes and disk applique are depicted in the Postclassic 
codices in relation to the Wayeb' and New Year (Pop) ceremonies. These events are illustrated in 
the Dresden (25-28) and Madrid Codices (34-37) (Figure 6-20). Censers depicted in these 
codices are the Cehac-Hunacti Composite type from Mayapán (Deal 1982:623-625; Graff 
1997:163-167, 2000; Graff and Vail 2001; Paxton 2004; Vail 2004, 2009). Susan Milbrath and 
Debra Walker (2016:213n4) noted that the Dresden Codex is probably from the 12th century—
before the appearance of Chen Mul Modeled effigy censers. Cehac-Hunacti composite censers, 
on the other hand, are present in the Hocaba Phase (1200-1300 CE) at Mayapán.  
Renewal ceremonies were commonly performed throughout Mesoamerica. Similarly, 
censers were often used in termination rituals during the Late Classic period. At Caracol, 
smashed censers were found on the floor of Late Classic structures (Chase 1988:95). At Santa 
Rita Corozal, they were often deposited in paired sets, partially reconstructible or smashed and 
un-reconstructible. Diane Chase (1985a, 1985b, 1988; Chase and Chase 1986) suggests the use 
of paired censers was related to the rites of the k'atun cycles. The different deities represented on 
effigy censers may be associated with the lords of k'atun (Chase 1985:119-121). Landa also 
noted the pairing of k'atun idols to mark the twenty years of the k'atun cycles (Tozzer 1941:168). 
Effigy censers were frequently smashed and the fragments scattered; they are often 
partially reconstructible. David Pendergast (1998:59) called this pattern “smash-and-scatter,” and 
it was seen as a termination ritual at Lamanai. The smashed censers were scattered as an offering 
at early construction at Lamanai, where it also occurs with the resetting of the Classic 
189 
 
monuments during the Postclassic period (see Chapter 2). The similarity of censer fragments, as 
well as the reuse of Classic monuments, indicates a widely shared Late Postclassic tradition. 
Despite its proximity to the capital, Nojpeten/Flores, during the Postclassic period, it is 
interesting to note the comparatively small number of effigy censers at Tayasal. This may be a 
result of the termination rituals associated with calendrical ceremonies. However, recovered 
sherds from Flores are much better preserved than those from Tayasal, suggesting that pottery 
produced for the ceremonies of the Itza elites at Nojpeten were of better quality. At the same 
time, ceremonies at Tayasal may have been simple in form and not restricted to elites.  
6-5 Iconography 
The serpent or reptile motif is part of the Postclassic International symbol set in 
Mesoamerica (Rice 1983; Smith and Berdan 2003). In the Epiclassic/Terminal Classic period 
(7th- to 10th-centuries), common symbols and motifs were decorated on ceramics and murals 
across Mesoamerica. They included the geometric step-fret and stylized serpents. The feathered-
serpent Kukulkan is prominent in the Maya Postclassic period, especially at Chich'en Itza, with 
strong associations with Nahuatl Quetzalcoatl. This deity represents a patron of merchants, 
Venus, wind god, as well as a celestial spirit in good/evil aspects (Milbrath 2000; Miller and 
Taube 1993). Scholars also suggest that the widespread iconography of Quetzalcoatl/Kukulkan 
during the Terminal Classic and Postclassic periods as a “Quetzalcoatl cult” (Ringle et al. 1998). 
Iconographies of feathered serpents at Chich'en Itza are considered to have connected them to 
this cult and the Toltecs of central Mexico.  
Sculptured serpent elements are common in Chich'en Itza. They adorned the base of 
stairways and entrances to temples such as the feathered serpent doorway columns at El Castillo 
(Figure 6-21). At Mayapán, serpent-columns like those in Chich'en Itza were found with temple 
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Figure 6-21: Serpent sculpture at the base of staircase of El Castillo, Chich'en 
Itza. Photo by the author. 
Figure 6-22: Serpent sculptures from Petén: A) Flores, photo by A. Godoy; B) 
Topoxté, Wurster 2000: Figure 46; C) Nixtun-Ch’ich’, photo by T. Pugh, 
http://www.itzaarchaeology.com/. 
pyramids associated with the typical 
temple assemblages. Sculptured 
reptiles have been identified at 
Topoxté, Flores, and Nixtun-Ch'ich' 
in the Petén lakes region (Figure 6-
22). They resemble the sculptures 
attached to the balustrades of 
stairways of the Castillos at Chich'en Itza and Mayapán. Flores and Nixtun-Ch'ich' may have 
adopted the reptilian sculpture as associated specifically with Chich'en Itza. The serpent heads 
represent a common Middle to Late Postclassic motif possibly representing a widespread 
religious movement—most likely that of Kukulkan. Although one was found at Topoxté, this 
movement in the Kowoj area appears to have died in the Late Postclassic period as the serpent 
motifs were removed from temple balustrades (Timothy Pugh, personal communication 2013). 
Reptilian images occur on 
decorated vessels, especially on 
tripod dishes (Rice 1983, 2017). 
They are painted and/or incised on 
the surface. Rice (1983:870) notes 
the difference between 
reptilian/serpent images within the 
central lakes region (lakes Petén 
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Itzá, Macanché, Salpetén, and Quexil) and the Lake Yaxhá region. According to Rice (1983), 
unlike the Paxcamán and Augustine ceramic groups, the Topoxté ceramic group did not increase 
the incised decoration of serpent representations. Also, the woven “mat” or pop motifs which 
represent royal regalia and symbolize rulership are decorated with serpent images in the 
Paxcamán and Augustine ceramic groups, solely in painted decoration (Rice 1983:870). One of 
the Itza’s deities appears to be Itzamna K'awil (a principal deity, giver of food); both “Itzamna” 
and “K'awil” are depicted in reptiles and serpent in the Postclassic codices (see M. 70b2 for 
Itzamna, and Bassie-Sweet 2008: Figure 6.4.a for K'awil). Itzamna is a reptilian creature and a 
creator deity in Maya mythology (Bassie-Sweet 2008). Avendaño saw the stone column with a 
sculptured mask of Itzamna K'awil at Nojpeten (Avendaño y Loyola 1987:32-33). The Itza at 
Nojpetén worshiped Itzamna K'awil. Therefore, the Itza may have illustrated their deities as 
reptile images on vessels, especially on the Itza-related Augustine ceramic group. Furthermore, 
since Ajaw Kan Ek'’s “kan” means serpent, serpent representation was important for the Kan 
Ek'’s Itza group.  
One of the districts to the east of Lake Petén Itzá, Yalain, is thought to have their place 
name as “yal ain (crocodile skin) or al ayn (son of the alligator)” (Rice 1983:867, citing personal 
communication with G. Jones). However, no reptilian sculptures similar to Chich'en Itza and 
Mayapán have been identified within the region including the Island of Macanché. The name of 
another site that references reptiles, Lamanai, may have come from lama'an/ayin (submerged 
crocodile) (Pendergast 1981:321, citing personal communication with MacLeod 1978). Although 
no reptilian sculptures have been found at Lamanai, serpent motifs occur on vessel decoration 
and the headdress of a pottery mask. It is likely that reptilian sculptures of Chich'en Itza and 
Mayapán were retained only in the Petén Lakes region. 
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6-6 Late Postclassic Material Culture: The Itza Region 
 In the previous section, the distinct architectural groups and ceramics of the Late 
Postclassic period were addressed and discussed. In this section, the architectural and ceramic 
traits of archaeological sites in the Petén lakes regions will be presented, with a focus on the Late  
Postclassic period. These sites are divided into the areas of the Itza and those of the Kowoj. The 
Itza region includes archaeological sites of Flores, Quexil, Sakpuy, Nixtun-Ch'ich', and Tayasal, 
while the Kowoj region includes Topoxté, Yalain, Macanché, Muralla de León, Zacpetén, and 
Ixlú. The sites in the Yalain region are included in the Kowoj territory. 
6-6-1 Flores 
The Itza capital was called Nojpeten (“big island”) or TajItza (“at [the place] of the Itza”) (Jones 
1998:7), and is both covered and severely disturbed by the modern town of Flores. In 2009, the 
Proyecto de Revitalización y Conservación de la Isla de Flores, Petén, conducted salvage 
operations in coordination with construction activities on the island (Zetína A. 2009).  
Recovered ceramics were mostly of the Terminal Classic and Postclassic period (Soto 
2010). Within the Postclassic ceramics, the most common type was Paxcamán Red, which 
comprised 54% of the total number of sherds and completed vessels. The other Itza-related 
Augustine Red made up 9% of the total, and Chilo Unslipped made up 17%. The ratio of 
Paxcamán Red to Augustine Red is 6:1 (Table 6-2). Trench 1 on Calle Union in Flores contained 
more Augustine Red (n=163) than Paxcamán Red (n=139). The trench is located on the west or 
“northwest” quadrant in the island. Prudence Rice (2017, 2018) examined the styles and meaning 
of decorated Postclassic ceramics from Flores, and how the ceramics styles are spatially 
distributed within the island. She categorized the modern streets of Flores into four cardinal  
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Table 6-2: Numbers and ratios of Augustine Red, Paxcamán Red, and Topoxté Red. 
Site Group Structure Augstine Paxcamán Topoxté
Flores 948 6363 5
(Ratio) 1 7 0.005
Flores 118 589 0
(Ratio) 1 5 0
Quexil 303 2103 28
(Ratio) 1 7 0.009
Sakpuy 103 177 0
(Ratio) 1 1.7
Nixtun-Ch'ich' ZZ ZZ 1/1 516 7133 316
(Ratio) 1 14 0.6
Tayasal San Bernabé 1232 3807 12
(Ratio) 1 3 0.01
Tayasal San Bernabé Str. T31 268 1939 9
(Ratio) 1 7 0.034
Tayasal East San Miguel 199 1072 0
(Ratio) 1 5
Tayasal Cerro Mo' Str. T247 39 904 0
(Ratio) 1 23 0
Topoxté/Canté 0 30 930
(Ratio) 0 1 31
Macanché 51 1221 375















quadrants (Figure 5-3). Previous excavations at Flores have yielded more effigy censers that are 
better preserved and of better production, than can be found at Tayasal, to the north.  
6-6-2 Quexil 
The two Quexil Islands in Lake Quexil are distinguished as eastern and western (Figure 
6-23). The Petenxil basin lies west of Lake Quexil. Kevin Schwarz (2004, 2009) investigated 
households from the Classic to Postclassic periods on both Quexil islands, revealing that they 
likely constitute the Itza Maya community mentioned in a 17th-century Spanish document as 
“Exkixil” and “Equexil” (Schwarz 2004:86). The site of Quexil contains a total of 23 structures 
used for both domestic and civic-ceremonial purposes and constructed on concentric natural 
terraces. On the summit of the eastern island, the acropolis appears to have the Plaza Plan 2 with 
an eastern structure (Q14) and a shrine (Q15) facing it. To the west of this acropolis, an open hall 
(Q18) with a C-shaped bench faces a square shrine to the east. At a right angle to the open hall, a 
raised shrine (Q18A) sits facing north. Late Postclassic censer fragments were recovered around 
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Figure 6-23: Map of Quexil Islands. Modified from Schwarz 2009: Figures 7 and 8. 
the open hall and shrines in these two plazas (Schwarz 2009:426-427). A deer metapodial and 
other possible deer bones were found inside the bench of the open hall, indicating a similarity to 
the ceremonial activities at Mayapán (Masson and Peraza 2014). If they constitute an open hall 
and shrine, this arrangement may be a variant of the basic ceremonial group in the Itza region. 
Eighty-five percent of the Postclassic-slipped sherds recovered from Quexil Islands were 
Paxcamán Red (Schwarz 2004:139). Also present were Augustine Red (12.3%) as well as 
Trapeche Pink (1.2%). Topoxté Red was identified in Quexil as well, but in a very limited 
amount (1.1%). Schwarz (2004:194) suggests that the lack of Topoxté Red sherds and the 
presence of Augustine Red marked the site as Itza territory. Of the unslipped Postclassic types, 
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Figure 6-24: Map of Lake Sacpuy, showing the location of previous investigations. 
Pozo and Chilo Unslipped wares were so common and well preserved that it was suggested that 
the Quexil Basin might have been the production area for Chilo (Schwarz 2004:194). Since 
Chilo Unslipped was not identified at Topoxté (Cecil 2001:31), this type may have an 
association with the Itza as well. In addition, abundant effigy censer fragments included the types 
Patojo and Pitufo Modeled, Extranjeras Impressed, and Gotas and La Justa Composite. Pitufo 
Modeled is an effigy censer of Snail-Inclusion Paste ware. Pitufo Modeled censers from 
Zacpetén are slipped in red and decorated with red and blue paint. Although this censer type is 
rare in the Kowoj region (Rice 2009b:284-285), it also seems rare in Itza territory. 
6-6-3 Sakpuy (Sacpuy) 
The modern town of Sacpuy is located on the south shore of Lake Sacpuy, which is about 
20 km west of Flores Island. During the Postclassic period, Sacpuy was in the Chak'an Itza 
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Figure 6-25: Map of the archaeological site of Sacpuy on the mainland. Adapted from Martínez and Laporte 2010: Figure 11. 
region, controlled by Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kante (see Chapter 5). After the conquest at Nojpeten, 
leaders of the Chak'an Itza who had allied with the Kowoj established a new capital near Lake 
Sacpuy (Jones 1998:381-384). There are five islets and two peninsulas in Lake Sacpuy (Figure 
6-24). Archaeological sites have been identified and mapped by several projects which 
conducted surface reconnaissance and test pit excavations (Sánchez P. 1996; Sánchez P. et al. 
1997; Mayer 2006; Martínez and Laporte 2010). Postclassic occupations at these sites overlay 
Preclassic and Classic period occupations.  
George Cowgill (1963) conducted a surface reconnaissance of the north and south shores 
and three of the islets (Islets 1, 2, and 4). He noted that the upper part of Islet 1 appeared to have 
been a stepped pyramid and collected 249 Postclassic sherds (Cowgill 1963:62-63). From Islet 4 
in the center of the lake 275 sherds were collected, of which about 172 sherds were diagnostic of 
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the Postclassic period (Cowgill 1963:63). Sites on both shores yielded few Postclassic ceramics. 
It is clear that the Postclassic occupation in the Lake Sacpuy region was concentrated on the 
islands/islets, rather than the lake shore. Cowgill’s ceramic analysis shows that the ratio of 
Augustine Red to Paxcamán Red is 1:1.7 (Table 6-2). He (Cowgill 1963:62-63) noticed a higher 
frequency of Augustine Red at Lake Sacpuy than at Lake Petén Itza, suggesting that Augustine 
Red was produced locally. If Augustine Red was manufactured near Nixtun-Ch'ich', as Cecil 
suggested, it is reasonable that more Augustine Red appeared in Sacpuy, which is close to 
Nixtun-Ch'ich'. 
Proyecto Maya Colonial surveyed around Lake Sacpuy and mapped three locations of 
possible Postclassic occupation, which were called “Sacpuy Peninsula,” “Sacpuy,” and “Sacpuy 
Islands” (Sánchez P. 1996:227-232). Sacpuy Peninsula, also known as “El Cocal,” is located on 
the northwest edge of the lake. Sacpuy Islands are probably Islets 1 and 2, which had non-
Postclassic constructions (Sánchez P. 1996:232). The largest site in the basin is on the south 
shore, under the modern town of Sacpuy. This site was mapped by Proyecto Maya Colonial and 
later by the Atlas Arqueológico de Guatemala (Figure 6-25). The main plaza includes a 
Preclassic E-Group, but both projects and Cowgill identified Postclassic occupation from sherds 
on the surface. This indicates that the site was re-occupied by Postclassic inhabitants. 
The Atlas Arqueológico de Guatemala also mapped Islets 1 and 4 and a peninsula toward 
the northeast (Martínez and Laporte 2010). This peninsula is different from El Cocal, which 
Proyecto Maya Colonial also called Sacpuy Peninsula. The sites are located on a hill, and each 
consists of several plaza groups. The survey indicated that the plaza groups were constructed 
during the Early Classic period and their occupation continued through the Postclassic period 
(Martínez and Laporte 2010:446). 
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Figure 6-26: Map of Nixtun-Ch'ich', showing the location of groups. Adapted from Pugh et al. 2016: Figure 1. 
6-6-4 Nixtun-Ch'ich' 
The archaeological site of Nixtun-Ch'ich' occupies the Candelaria Peninsula, just across 
Lake Petén Itzá from modern Flores. Spanish accounts from the 16th and 17th centuries suggest 
that Nixtun-Ch'ich' was the 17th-century community known as Nich (or Chich), occupied by the 
Chak'an Itza (Jones 1998:95). Archaeological investigations at the eastern tip of the peninsula by 
Proyecto Arqueológico Itzá del Petén (PAIP) revealed a Postclassic/Colonial period structure, 
likely part of the Spanish mission of San Jerónimo, which dates from 1702 (Pugh et al. 2016; 
Rice 2009a). Structure ZZ1/1 yielded large numbers of local indigenous ceramics and projectile 
points, and a deep midden running along its southern edge held Spanish Colonial materials such 
as iron knives, glass beads, and ceramic sherds (Figures 6-26 and 6-27). At Str. ZZ1/1 
Postclassic ceramics comprised 32% of the sherds from the structure. Of Postclassic sherds, 37% 
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Figure 6-27: Plan map of Str. ZZ1/1. Adapted from Rice et al. 2007: Figure: 4-31. 
were made of Petén Postclassic paste wares: 90% Snail-Inclusion Paste ware, 6% Vitzil Orange-
Red Paste ware, and 4% Clemencia Cream Paste ware. In Snail-Inclusion Paste ware, Paxcamán 
Red is the most common type (91% including “possible Paxcamán Red” and possibly eroded 
polychrome sherds). It is interesting to note that other decorated types of Snail-Inclusion Paste 
ware included those which rarely occurred at Tayasal such as Macanché Red-on-Paste, Trapeche 
Pink, Fulano Black, and Macchiato Brown. The presence of Clemencia Cream Paste wares such 
as Topoxté Red type supports the documentary evidence that the Chak'an Itza were allied with 
the Kowoj before the conquest. The relatively low numbers of Augustine Red type, compared to 
Paxcamán Red, may provide evidence for the economic connection to the Kowoj in the Chak'an 
Itza. Nevertheless, it appears that the rest of the site in the western peninsula has a different 
Postclassic ceramic assemblage. 
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Figure 6-28: Map of Group XX at Nixtun-Ch'ich', showing the location of Platform A. Adapted from Rice et al. 2007: Figure 2. 
The area where a defensive wall separates the peninsula from the mainland is labeled 
Sector XX (Rice et al. 2007). A square 60 x 60 m platform (Platform A) supports at least five 
structures (Figure 6-28). Two main structures, Structures 101 and 102 were briefly excavated by 
PAIP (Rice et al. 2007). Structure 101, situated on the north, possibly had an internal bench 
along its C-shaped wall (Rice et al. 2007). A possible square column was found inside the 
structure, suggesting that Str. 101 was a colonnaded hall. Structure 102 faces west and likely 
featured an eastern bench or altar and western staircase (Rice et al. 2007). Artifacts from Strs. 
101 and 102 included Late Postclassic Chilo Unslipped type and iron nails. A deposit of Chilo 
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Figure 6-29: Map of Str. QQ1/1 at Nixtun-Ch'ich'. Modified from Pugh et al. 2016: Figure 2 
Unslipped sherds in the southeast corner of Str. 102 included a partially reconstructible handled 
pitcher, which appears to be of a European form (Rice et al. 2007: Figure 2.6(a)). 
Sector QQ in southwestern Nixtun-Ch'ich' includes a Late Postclassic civic-ceremonial 
group (Pugh et al. 2016) (Figure 6-29). Two rectangular structures (QQ1/1-1 and QQ1/1-2) stand 
side by side and are colonnaded open halls facing south to the lake. The eastern structure (Str. 
QQ1/1-1) has an L-shaped or C-shaped internal bench with a niche in the center. An L-shaped 
transverse room with an internal bench is attached to the east of Str. QQ1/1-1. The western 
structure (Str. QQ1/1-2) has a C-shaped internal bench with a transverse room to the west. 
Although they are not aligned exactly east-west, they might have served as a dual colonnaded 
hall for the paired rulers Ajaw B'atab' and B'atab' (Pugh et al. 2016). Artifacts associated with 
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these dual open halls include fragments of effigy censers depicting the deity Itzamna (Pugh et al. 
2016). Several residential structures around the double open halls were excavated, and caches of 
apple snail (Pomacea) shell were found inside, surrounded by a circle of stones. Ceramic 
assemblages include Paxcamán Red primarily and also a few Topoxté Red (<3%), indicating ties 
with the Kowoj (Pugh et al. 2016). The mainland of Nixtun-Ch'ich' appears to have been 
abandoned after the conquest since no European materials were uncovered from Sector QQ. 
6-6-5 Tayasal 
Previous and current excavations at Tayasal provide evidence for a widespread Late 
Postclassic occupation in the area of the modern community of San Miguel. Postclassic 
occupation has been identified in the Main Group, the western and southern shores of the 
Tayasal Peninsula, and the inland Cerro Mo' area (Halperin 2014). Western Tayasal includes the 
area around Mission San Bernabé to the north (Pugh et al. 2012, 2016). The University of 
Pennsylvania excavated several test pits and two structures (Strs. T15 and T19), which evidenced 
a large occupation from the Middle to Late Postclassic period as well as the Historic period 
around their base camp in western Tayasal (Figure 6-30) (Chase 1983:793-840). The Postclassic 
ceramics recovered by the University of Pennsylvania include effigy and composite censers, 
Macanché Red-on-paste, and Topoxté Red. A number of Postclassic ceramic figurine molds 
were recovered from this area, indicating that these objects were manufactured locally (Figure 6-
31). None of the structures served a largely ceremonial use; rather, they appear to be residential 
structures that were also used for civic-ceremonial activities (Chase 1983:836). 
The Postclassic occupation around mission San Bernabé appears to be similar to the 
western area excavated by the University of Pennsylvania. Twelve Kowoj-related Topoxté Red 
sherds were recovered from the San Bernabé area: nine are from the mission church structure 
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Figure 6-30: Map of western Tayasal and San Bernabé. The westernmost structure is probably underwater now. Modified from 
Chase 1983: Figure 3-1g and Pugh et al. 2016: Figure 4. 
(Str. T31). The presence of Topoxté Red at the church may indicate that the economic 
connection to the Kowoj-allied Chak'an Itza. The ratio of Paxcamán Red to Augustine Red is 
about 7:1 (Table 6-2), which means that a large number of Augustine Red wares were utilized in 
this area. One residential structure around the mission church to the south of Str. T1121 (Figure 
6-32). This structure has a C-shaped bench opening to the southeast. Since the northwest side of 
the structure is not preserved well, it may, in fact, be two C-shaped structures facing each other, 
similar to Strs. T1106 and T97 in Group 23B (see Chapter 9B). The inter-cardinal orientation of 
Postclassic residential structures is seen at Group 29A (see Chapter 8). Pugh and others 
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Figure 6-31: Postclassic figurine mold from Str. T19, 
Burial T31E/6-10. Penn Museum Image No. 241559 
(2016:58-59) suggest that the C-shaped form 
corresponds with the Postclassic-period oratorio 
at Mayapán and Petén and that the orientation is 
similar to the orientation of the temples and 
oratorios at Zacpetén. At the group Cerro Mo' in 
Tayasal, the Postclassic shrine (Str. T247) 
excavated by Christina Halperin (2012, 2014) is 
unlike other structures, and is oriented inter-
cardinally (see below for more details). Although 
the artifacts associated with Str. T1121 included 
sparse composite censer fragments, the structure 
did not yield de facto refuse that would indicate 
its use as an oratorio (Pugh et al. 2016:59). 
Large numbers of Paxcamán Red and a few 
Ixcamik Unslipped (Contact to Colonial period) suggest that Str. T1121 predated the 
construction of Mission San Bernabé around 1712 CE (Pugh et al. 2016:59). 
 The southern shoreline of the peninsula, where the modern community of San Miguel is 
located, was investigated by the University of Pennsylvania and yielded a large number of 
Postclassic occupations and burials (Chase 1983:841-895). Test pits were placed around Str. T1 
and Str. T380 on the San Miguel Peninsula, around San Miguel Aguada, and south of the San 
Miguel soccer field (Figure 6-33). Most of the residential structures were modified from 
Preclassic constructions.  
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Figure 6-32: Plan map of Str. T1121 in San Bernabé, excavated by Evelyn Chan Nieto. Adapted from Pugh and Sánchez P. 2012: 
Figure 33. 
A few burials from Str. T1 on the San Miguel peninsula were dated to the 19th century as 
these burials included coffins. Chase (1983:861) offers that Str. T1 was constructed during the 
Middle Postclassic period and served as a burial ground during the 19th century. Structure T380 
contained an unusual deposit of artifacts with large pieces of ceramic vessels. Chase (1983:868-
869) considers that it was a fill layer re-deposited from other middens. Vessels included 
decorated Pek Polychrome of the Augustine ceramic group (Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware) and 
an unslipped pedestal bowl (Figure 6-34). A fragment of painted stucco was recovered from Str. 
T380, indicating that this structure was a locus of important ceremonial activities during the 
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Figure 6-33: Map of south shore of Tayasal, showing the location of test pits by the University of Pennsylvania in 1970. Modified 
from Chase 1983: Figures 3-1h, 3-1i., and a field sketch by the University of Pennsylvania. 
 
Postclassic period. Since the tip of the San Miguel peninsula is closer to Flores Island than the 
rest of the peninsula, Str. T380 may have served as the principal building in this community, 
where elite rulers arrived from Nojpeten by canoe.  
The San Miguel Aguada is located east of Group 27A and south of Group 25C (Figure 6-
33). Several test pits were excavated around the aguada and the lakeshore and yielded Middle 
Postclassic to Late Postclassic materials as well as a historic glazed sherd (Chase 1983:886-887). 
The modern community of San Miguel, east of the aguada and uphill from the lakeshore, was 
investigated by George Cowgill (1963) and the University of Pennsylvania (Chase 1983). 
Although the exact locations of the surface collections by Cowgill are unknown, they might be in 
the area where the University of Pennsylvania excavated several structures and platforms, 
between the soccer field and the lakeshore (Figure 6-33). Cowgill’s ceramic analysis (1963:40-
46) shows that 75% of the slipped sherds collected in San Miguel dated to the Postclassic period. 
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Figure 6-34: Vessels from the deposit T33H-1 at Str. T380. A) Pek Polychrome; 
B) Nohpek (Pozo?) Unslipped. Modified from Chase 1983: Figure 3-78. 
Figure 6-35: Tripod dish of Augustine Red from Burial T9I-2. Penn Museum 
Image No. 241504. 
Among them, 70.7% were 
Paxcamán or near Paxcamán Red, 
while 13.1% were Augustine or 
near Augustine Red (ratio 6.4:1.2) 
(Cowgill 1963:45, Table 6). 
Cowgill (1963:43) notes the 
absence of effigy censers and 
Tachis Red in San Miguel, 
compared to Flores. 
The University of 
Pennsylvania excavations in 
eastern San Miguel focused on the area south of the modern soccer field to the lakeshore. They 
excavated a possible “basic ceremonial group”: a platform supporting Strs. T205 and T206. As 
mentioned, Str. T206 held two burials that may date to the Early to Middle Postclassic (Chase 
1983:930-934). Non-intrusive Burial T9I-2 was encountered beneath Burial T9I-1 at the 
northwest corner of Str. T206, 
including a complete tripod dish of 
Augustine Red (Figure 6-35). The 
burial was carved into the bedrock, 
which served as a crypt, with a 
large stone slab as a lid. The body 
is extended with the head facing 
south. Chase (1983:936) 
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considered Str. T206 to be a raised shrine because of the two burials; however, no censer 
fragments were recovered around it. Four small structures south of this possible basic ceremonial 
group were excavated and two burials, with offerings for each, were found at Str. T203 (Chase 
1983:904-913). One of these burials (Burial T9F-1) held a Tohil Plumbate tripod jar. Although 
Tohil Plumbate probably dates to the Terminal Classic–Early Postclassic period, Chase 
(1983:911) believes that these burials date no earlier than the Middle Postclassic period. Six 
more small excavations were conducted close to the lake shore, about 15 m inland (Chase 
1983:919-928), revealing a Middle to Late Postclassic occupation and one burial (Burial T36B-
1). The body was in a “prone position” with a head facing east. One vessel, lying upside-down 
beneath the skull, was an eroded polychrome, possibly of the Palmar-Danta group (“Chumeru 
Polychrom” by Chase). The Palmar-Danta group dates to the Terminal Classic period in Tikal 
(Laporte 1997). However, Chase (1983:926) places the burial in the Early Postclassic period, 
based on the inclusion of Early Postclassic sherds below and above the burial. This pattern of 
Postclassic burial, where the interment is accompanied by Late to Terminal Classic vessels, 
appears to be very common across the Tayasal peninsula during the Postclassic period. 
Farther to the east, about 1 km from Group 23, Group Cerro Mo' was excavated by the 
University of Pennsylvania (Chase 1983) and Christina Halperin (2012, 2014). Cerro Mo' (Str. 
T256) is the tallest pyramid (over 21 m) at Tayasal and was originally part of the Preclassic 
Triadic group (Figure 6-36). About 50 m southwest of the Triadic group, a Late Postclassic 
raised shrine (Str. T247) lies inter-cardinally, facing southeast. Structure T247 has a C-shaped 
form with an altar in front of the entrance. The ratio of Paxcamán Red to Augustine Red sherds 
recovered from Str. T247 is almost 23:1 (Table 6-2). A total of 119 fragments of Postclassic 
censers were recovered from Str. T247: 10 effigy Patojo Modeled censer fragments and 47 non-
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Figure 6-36: Map of Group Cerro Mo' (North-Central Tayasal), showing the Preclassic Triadic group and the Postclassic 
shrine (Str. T247). Modified from Halperin 2016: Figure 4b 
effigy Mumul Composite censer fragments (Figure 6-37). Another altar lies to the southwest at 
the end of a wide stepped staircase. A concentration of artifacts was found around this altar, 
including effigy censer fragments (Halperin 2012). Although it is unknown if the shrine was 
associated with the Cerro Mo' pyramid to the north, this shrine may have been a pilgrimage site 
since there appears to have been no Postclassic occupation in the Cerro Mo' group (Christina 
Halperin, personal communication 2012). 
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Figure 6-37: Plan map of Str. T247 (the Postclassic shrine) and censer fragments from the interior. Photo and drawing by C. 
Halperin. 
6-6-6 Summary of Tayasal outside of the Main Group 
In sum, the Tayasal peninsula was heavily occupied during the Late Postclassic period, 
especially along the western and southern lakeshores. Although the counts of sherds are not 
correlated with weights or excavated area, the ratio of Paxcamán Red to Augustine Red in each 
area in Table 6-2 may indicate separate communities. The excavations by the University of 
Pennsylvania revealed at least 18 burials from the southern lakeshore and eastern San Miguel. 
They are dated to the Postclassic to Historic period. There is no pattern for their position or 
placement: six are extended and four are flexed. Offerings in the burials from East San Miguel 
included a single vessel dated to the Late Classic to Late Postclassic period, associated with each 
burial. The ratio of Paxcamán Red to Augustine Red is available from the Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal, and includes the San Bernabé and Cerro Mo' areas. Paxcamán Red is 
present 23 times more than Augustine Red at the Postclassic shrine in Cerro Mo', and only seven 
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Figure 6-38: Effigy censer from Str. C at 
Topoxté. Bullard 1970: Figure 18. 
times more at the Mission church in San Bernabé. The difference in the ratio between Cerro Mo' 
and San Bernabé may be due to the difference in the time of the occupation. 
6-7 Late Postclassic Material Culture: The Kowoj Region 
6-7-1 Topoxté 
The site of Topoxté occupies the largest island in Lake Yaxhá (Figure 6-10). As 
mentioned previously, Topoxté has a temple assemblage. Excavation of the temple (Structure C) 
yielded partially reconstructible effigy and non-effigy censers on the interior floor of the 
superstructure (Bullard 1970). The restored effigy censer displays a standing figure, the old god 
with raised arms holding offerings (Figure 6-38). The non-effigy censers are composite “Cehac-
Hunacti” type with appliqued fillet, and spikes and/or buttons (Figure 6-39B). Excavation of the 
oratorio (Structure E) recovered an effigy censer that has a small standing figure partially molded 
onto the pedestal censer (Figure 6-39A) (Hermes 2000). The oratorio contained semi-effigy 
bowls with anthro-zoomorphic effigy vessels as offerings and composite non-effigy censers. 
Clemencia Cream Paste ware is associated with 
the Topoxté Islands, where it was probably 
manufactured. Bullard (1970:297-298) notes that the 
Topoxté ceramic group is closely affiliated with the 
Paxcamán and Tachis ceramic group, regarding form 
and paint decoration. Bullard (1970:298) also mentions 
“L-shaped notched legs or apron flanges” or stepped-fret 
basal flanges present in Topoxté Red from Topoxté. This 
feature is more common in Augustine Red. In addition, 
Bullard notes that no grater bowls made of Topoxté Red 
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Figure 6-39: A) effigy censer and B) composite "Cehac-Hunacti" censers 
from Str. E at Topoxté. Wurster 2000: Figures 67-1 and 68-4. 
have been found: grater bowls frequently occur with Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red.  
The more recent ceramic analysis was conducted by Bernard Hermes on ceramics 
recovered from the Topoxté Islands  (including Canté and Paxté Islands) by a joint German-
Guatemalan project (Wurster 2000). Hermes (2000:164-202) analyzed a total of 55,360 sherds, 
of which 14,917 were diagnostic to the Postclassic period. Approximately 98% of the slipped 
sherds were Clemencia Cream Paste ware (Hermes 2000:194): among them, 29% were Topoxté 
Red and 25% Chompoxte Red-on-paste. The trumpet form of tripod feet is the most common 
among the tripod dishes including Topoxté Red and Chompoxte Red-on-paste. The “pyriform” 
jar with pedestal base appears to be common in the Chompoxte group. Two percent of 
Postclassic sherds were Idolos Modeled slipped effigy censers. No Paxcamán Red or Augustine 
Red was identified in Bullard’s and Hermes’ analyses at Topoxté Island proper. Prudence Rice’s 
(1979) ceramic analysis at Canté Island, which is one of the Topoxté Islands, yielded 30 sherds 
of Paxcamán Red and three sherds of Ixpop Polychrome. Ceramics from Canté Island also 
included 9 sherds of Idolos 
Modeled. Compared to the 930 
sherds of Topoxté Red which were 
identified at Canté Island, the 30 of 
Paxcamán Red is extremely low 
(ratio 31:1).  
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Figure 6-40: Map of Lake Macanché, showing the location of archaeological sites of Yalain, Macanché, and Muralla de León. 
6-7-2 Yalain  
The archaeological site given the name Yalain is located to the northwest of Lake 
Macanché in the Kowoj region (Figure 6-40). Mapping and test pit excavation were conducted 
by Proyecto Maya Colonial in 1995 and 1999 (Aguilar 2002; Sánchez P. 1997). At least eight 
construction groups were identified along the lakeshore and on the peninsula, most of which 
were built on hills rather than low lying areas (Sánchez P. 1997:35). Although no temple 
assemblage or basic ceremonial groups were identified at Yalain, several C-shaped buildings 
with benches were mapped. One of the Postclassic construction groups is oriented north-south, 
and built on a raised platform (Figure 6-41). A large open hall and possible temples are situated 
in the southeast corner of the platform, and, just beyond, a square raised platform supporting two 
open halls or C-shaped shrines and an L-shaped structure. This open hall-based group is 
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Figure 6-41: Map of Yalain. Modified from Rice et al. 1997: Figure 7. 
considered to have an Itza character. 
Many small residential structures 
appear to have been scattered around 
this ceremonial group (Cecil 2001, 
citing Don Rice, personal 
communication 2000). The site 
appears to extend toward Lake 
Salpetén and Lake Petén Itzá, 
suggesting a continuous occupation 
from the Itza core region to Yalain 
along a trade route. 
Structures 3004 and 3013 were 
excavated by Boris Aguilar (2002). These structures are both C-shaped open halls facing each 
other (Figure 6-41). As mentioned, these two open halls may be a prototypical Mopan 
assemblage (Pugh 2001:594) or Itza-related ceremonial group. Aguilar (2002:56) notes that more 
ceramics were recovered from the southwest of Structure 3004, behind the structure, indicating a 
trash deposit. My preliminary assessment of ceramics from Yalain shows that Topoxté Red was 
dominant. One sherd of Topoxté Red from Yalain was selected for INAA (Instrumental Neutron 
Activation Analysis) (see Chapter 3-3-5.1). Compared to the Paxcamán Red in Lake Petén Itza 
area, there were fewer examples of Paxcamán Red, and its paste color was grayer. Since Yalain 
was abandoned after the conquest, no European materials have been recovered. 
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Figure 6-42: Map of Bullard's "small ceremonial center,” near Yalain. 
Modified after Rice 1987: Figure 24. 
Bullard roughly sketched a 
ceremonial group somewhere on the 
north shore of Lake Macanché (Rice 
1987) (Figure 6-42). Although the 
exact location of the sketched group 
is unknown, Prudence Rice 
(1987:44) suggests that it may be 
located northeast of Lake Macanché, 
which the Central Petén Historical 
Ecological Project (CPHEP) 
surveyed as Operation 4 in 1979 
(Figure 6-40). This ceremonial group 
includes an open hall on the north and temples and oratorio on the east. A raised shrine is located 
in the center of the plaza. Three more rectangular hall structures lay to the west and south. This 
appears to be the Petén variant of a temple assemblage. Test pit excavations at the open hall 
(Structure 6) yielded 284 sherds, primarily Terminal Classic period ceramics as well as four from 
the Paxcamán ceramic group and one Chilo Unslipped type (Rice 1987:44). 
6-7-3 Macanché Island 
Macanché Island in Lake Macanché (Figure 6-40) was first excavated in 1968 (Bullard 
1970, 1973) and supplemented by CPHEP in 1979 (Rice 1987). Some modern construction 
exists on the summit of the island, disturbing the pre-Historic construction (Rice 1987). Eight 
trenches by Bullard and eight test pits by CPHEP were excavated and evidenced primarily 
Postclassic occupation and Late and Terminal Classic beforehand (Rice 1987). The structures 
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appear to have been mostly residential in function with some ceremonial activities. Since no 
European artifacts were recovered, Macanché Island may have been abandoned after contact or 
conquest. 
During the Early Postclassic period at Macanché Island, the Trapeche ceramic group was 
dominant (60.1%), followed by Paxcamán group (18.4%) (Rice 1987:94). Of 51 Augustine Red 
sherds, 13 were recovered from the Early Postclassic phase. For the Late Postclassic period, 
contemporaneous with the “Middle” Postclassic in Chase’s Tayasal chronology, Rice (1987:95-
98) notes a decrease in Trapeche and an increase in Paxcamán, Topoxté, and Chilo Unslipped 
groups, and effigy censers. The paste of censers included the marly Clemencia Cream Paste and 
Snail-Inclusion Paste wares, as well as Patojo type. From the Late Postclassic layers, 355 
Paxcamán Red, 151 Trapeche Pink, 21 Augustine Red, and 37 Topoxté Red were identified 
(Rice 1987:92-93, Table 4). At Macanché, the late phase of the Late Postclassic period (Ayer 
ceramic complex: 1400-1450 CE), or Protohistoric period was identified based on ceramics: “a 
decrease in decorated pottery, a decline in the Trapeche group, the absence of the reptile motifs, 
and the prominence of Chilo” (Rice 1987:102). These characteristics are demonstrated by 
ceramic analysis: 300 Paxcamán Red, 64 Trapeche Pink, 12 Augustine Red, and 209 Topoxté 
Red during the Protohistoric period (Rice 1987:92-93, Table 4). The ratio of Paxcamán Red to 
Augustine Red and Topoxté Red from the Postclassic period is 24:1:7 (Table 6-2). Despite its 
proximity to Topoxté Island, the number of Paxcamán Red is exceeded by Topoxté Red by about 
seven times. 
6-7-4 Muralla de León 
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Figure 6-43: Map of Muralla de León, showing the wall and canal 
constructions. Drawing by Justin Bracken. 
 Muralla de León is located at the northeast corner of Lake Macanché, surrounded by 
small lagunetas to the north and east, and by Lake Macanché to the west (Figures 6-40, 43). 
Numerous plaza groups and structures lie within the walled site, including a temple assemblage. 
The temple assemblage is constructed at the highest point of the site. It consists of a pyramidal 
temple on the west and a colonnaded hall at a right angle on the north, facing a raised shrine and 
oratorio (Figure 6-44). This pattern is a Petén variant of temple assemblage (see section 6-2-1). 
Three low platforms were 
constructed in the center of the 
assemblage, likely statue shrines.  
The presence of a temple 
assemblage indicates Kowoj control 
of the site. It is likely that the 
Kowoj occupied and controlled the 
eastern side of Lake Macanché 
when they migrated into the Petén 
lakes region, probably in the15th 
century. 
 Muralla de León was first 
mapped and investigated by 
CPHEP in 1979 (Rice and Rice 
1981, 1985) and recently Justin 
Bracken (2014, 2015) has been 
conducting dissertation research on 
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Figure 6-44: Temple assemblage at Muralla de León. Modified from Bracken 2016 
the wall construction 
at Muralla de León. 
Although no ceramic 
analysis has been 
completed at Muralla 
de Leon, more 
Paxcamán Red sherds 
are present than 
Topoxté Red in the 
first 50 cm depth (Justin Bracken, personal communication 2017). The ceramic assemblage may 
be similar to that at Macanché Island. 
6-7-5 Ixlú 
The site of Ixlú lies on the narrow isthmus between Lake Petén Itzá and Lake Salpetén, 
and its location suggests that Ixlú may have been an “entrepôt” for trade in the Petén lakes region 
(Rice and Rice 2016) (Figure 6-45). Due to its strategic location, Ixlú appears to have been 
controlled first the Itza and later by the Chak'an Itza-Kowoj alliance. Ixlú may be the site 
mentioned in Spanish documents as Saklemakal (also Saclemacal) (Rice and Rice 2016). Ixlú 
may have had an alliance with the Chak'an Itza, who contested the Itza in the 17th century (Jones 
1998:95, 510n110).  
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Figure 6-45: Map of isthmus with the location of Ixlú, showing a strategic location between Lake Petén Itzá 
and Lake Salpetén.  
Although Ixlú’s ceremonial core primarily dates to the Late to Terminal Classic period, 
Postclassic structures were introduced into the landscape (Rice and Rice 2016). These 
Postclassic structures include basic ceremonial groups and the temple assemblage. In addition, at 
least a dozen structures were constructed with a low, masonry platform supporting a C-shaped 
superstructure (Rice and Rice 2016).  
A temple assemblage was identified in the Patio C on the northwest Acropolis (Figure 6-
46). A temple (Str. 2034) with a C-shaped bench faces west to a hall with an L-shaped bench, 
and an open hall with a C-shaped bench sits on the south facing toward another hall with an I-
shaped bench in the north. A small shrine (Str. 2037) lies in the center of Patio C, and an oratorio 
sits south of the temple. These structures constitute a Petén variant of a temple assemblage (Rice 
and Rice 2016). Three structures were excavated. The temple with a C-shaped bench featured a 
nine-step western stairway and ceramics for ceremonial use (Aguilar 2001; Rice and Rice 2016). 
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Figure 6-46: Map of Ixlú, showing the locations of temple assemblage and basic ceremonial group. Modified from Rice and Rice 
2016: Figure 1.7. 
These ceramics included fragments of all three Postclassic paste wares, but primarily Snail-
Inclusion Paste wares. Censers included Extranjeras and La Justa Composite and Pitufo 
Modeled. Two Late Postclassic cache vessels were recovered from the stairway: one is a small 
globular bowl with lids and horizontal handles, a common cache vessel at altars or niches (e.g., 
Zacpetén, Topoxté, and Tayasal) (Rice and Rice 2016:63). Three Postclassic figurines were also 
recovered from the temple. They are all mold made and depict a female wearing the 
quechquemitl. The hall structure, Str. 2041, had more Topoxté Red sherds than other structures 
(Rice and Rice 2016). Effigy censer fragments were concentrated in front of the structure, 
indicating that they were deposited in situ. 
Group 2017 is a small residential group and consists of an open hall (Str. 2017), a shrine 
(Str. 2016), and a hall or oratorio (Str. 2015) (Figure 6-46). This group is located at the northeast 
of the Central Plaza, in a corridor between it and the twin-pyramid complex and is oriented inter-
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Figure 6-47: Unusual "brandy snifer" vessel with pedestal 
base from Str. 2016 at Ixlú. Adapted from Rice and Rice 
2016: Figure 5.3d. 
cardinally. A tandem-form open hall faces 
southeast with an L-shaped bench along the 
northeast portion of the retaining wall and 
southwest wall. The shrine has a three-step eastern 
stairway. A possible oratorio faces an open hall 
and has a C-shaped bench inside. No effigy 
censers, Augustine Red, or Topoxté Red ceramics 
were found in this group: however, Paxcamán Red 
and other Snail-Inclusion Paste wares, and 
Extranjeras/La Justa Composite censers were 
recovered in these structures (Rice and Rice 
2016:65-67). A vessel with a pedestal base with a globular body (“brandy snifter”; Rice and Rice 
2016:67) was found in Str. 2016 (Figure 6-47). Although the paste is Snail-Inclusion Paste, 
Prudence Rice and Don Rice (2016:68) note that this form is unusual. 
Another basic ceremonial group was found in the Central Plaza, composed of a variant, 
dual basic ceremonial group (Figure 6-46). Group 2022 consists of five structures: an open hall 
(Str. 2022), eastern and western oratorios (Strs. 2018 and 2021), and eastern and western shrines 
(Strs. 2020 and 2023). The south-facing open hall has a C-shaped bench, which is the largest C-
shaped structure at Ixlú (Rice and Rice 2016:67-69). A large, thick Paxcamán Red jar fragment 
(Paxcamán Gordita) and a few sherds of Augustine Red and Topoxté Red were recovered from 
the open hall. In addition, a fragment of a Pitufo Modeled effigy censer (possibly a diving-god) 
and Postclassic figurine fragments were found (Rice and Rice 2016:69).  
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The eastern shrine and oratorio face each other. The eastern oratorio has a C-shaped 
bench, and the shrine has an L-shaped bench open to the east and south. The C-shaped shrine 
may have been constructed by reusing fragments of plain stelae (Rice and Rice 2016:69). This 
shrine included a semi-reconstructible Extranjeras/La Justa composite censer, which has a high 
pedestal base, and a fragment of ladle censer. The western oratorio is colonnaded, with an 
interior I-shaped bench. A semi-reconstructible Paxcamán Red vessel was found in the 
concentration of ceramics in front of the structure (Rice and Rice 2016:69). Since no censers 
were found at this oratorio, Rice and Rice (2016:69) suggest that this and the other oratorio in 
Group 2017 served more domestic, as opposed to ritual, functions. The western raised shrine 
faces east and stands on the low platform with stairway on the eastern side. It has a C-shaped 
bench and was probably decorated with stucco, fragments of which were scattered around (Rice 
and Rice 2016:71). Similar to the eastern shrine, the retaining wall of this shrine incorporated 
two fragments of plain stelae (Rice and Rice 2016:71).  
The most remarkable find from this shrine was the deposit of 21 skulls and four 
postcranial skeletons, carefully arranged into the platform of shrine (Duncan 2004, 2009, 2011; 
Rice and Rice 2016). Six skulls were arranged in pairs along the east-west axis, and 15 skulls 
were placed into rows running north-south in the center of the structure. All of the skulls faced 
east, toward the temple-pyramid. William Duncan (2011) notes that skull pairs were identified at 
Nojpeten (modern-day Flores), and that skull rows were found at Macanché as well as Chich'en 
Itza. Associated artifacts included a Paxcamán Red jar and a cache of deer antlers. Rice and Rice 
(2016:75) note a similar deer remnant in a mortuary context at Mayapán. Ceramic assemblages 
from the shrine included all three red-slipped ceramic groups, Paxaman, Augustine, and Topoxté 
(Cecil 2001; Rice and Rice 2016). A midden behind (west of) the structure included numerous (n 
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Figure 6-48: Map of Zacpetén. Map by Proyecto Maya-Colonial. 
= 59) net weights, Postclassic figurines, and two ladle censer handles (Rice and Rice 2016). 
Duncan (2011) considers the remains were of victims captured in the battle. Due to the similarity 
of the skull pairs, it may have been the Itza who deposited the remains at the shrine (Duncan 
2011).  
6-7-6 Zacpetén 
The archaeological site of Zacpetén is located on the peninsula northeast of Lake 
Salpetén (Figure 6-48). Zacpetén was excavated by the Proyecto Maya Colonial from 1994 to 
1997 (Pugh 2001) and in 2002 (Duncan 2005). The excavations revealed an occupational history 
running from the Middle Preclassic period (800-250 BCE) until a little after the Spanish 
conquest, with a peak during the Late Postclassic period. Around 1200 CE, Zacpetén may have 
experienced a major change in its 
site plan, possibly reflecting a 
series of migrations from northern 
Yucatán (Mayapán) after collapse. 
At this change in the site plan, a 
Mayapán-derived basic ceremonial 
group was constructed on top of 
the Late-Terminal Classic 
construction (Pugh 2001). 
Moreover, around the late 14th or 
15th century as indicated by 
radiocarbon dating, the basic 
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Figure 6-49: Temple assemblages at Zacpetén, showing A) Group A and B) Group C. Modified from Pugh and Rice 
2009: Maps 7-3, 7-5. 
ceremonial group was modified into a temple assemblage (Pugh 2001).  
Two temple assemblages exist at Zacpetén: Groups A and C (Figures 6-49). Group A 
consists of a temple (Structure 602) and an oratorio (Structure 605) on the east of the plaza, a 
complex open/colonnaded hall (Structure 606) on the north facing a raised shrine (Structure 601) 
on the south (Figure 6-49A). A statue shrine (Structure 607) sits in front of the temple and a 
second open hall (Structure 615) lies in the southwest corner of the group. In the northwest 
corner of Group A, a second oratorio (Structure 614) stands facing south. Numerous 
dismembered human remains were identified behind this second oratorio, enclosed in a circular 
borrow pit (Op. 1000). The temple assemblage at Group C contains a temple (Structure 764) 
facing west, and an open hall (Structure 767) lies to the south facing a raised shrine (Structure 
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Figure 6-50: Patojo Modeled censer from Str. 602 at Zacpetén, 
probably representing Itzamna. Photo by Don Rice, by courtesy of 
Tim Pugh. 
765) (Figure 6-49B). Two rectangular altars and one circular altar are aligned with the temple’s 
medial axis. Both temple assemblages at Zacpetén have a temple facing west, which is the 
common pattern of the Petén variant temple assemblage (Pugh 2001, 2003). Pugh (2003:423) 
suggests that a dual-hall arrangement exhibits the dualism of Maya cosmology, introduced by the 
migrants from Mayapán. 
The similarities between the residential structures of Zacpetén and Mayapán include the 
tandem style with benches, while differences include the location of the benches. Pugh (2004, 
2009) notes the absence of multiple dwellings within a patio group at Zacpetén, whereas 
Mayapán has more than one residence in a patio group. It is suggested that this single-dwelling 
residential pattern indicates neolocal residence, which represent an independent nuclear family 
for post-marital residence (Pugh 
2009:188). 
In Group C, Patojo effigy censers 
were only recovered from the front room 
of the temple (Str. 764) and the eastern 
part of the statue shrine (Str. 766), 
indicating that this area was the locus of 
ceremonial activities (Pugh 2003:420-421). 
Likewise, Patojo effigy censers were only 
found at the front of the temple (Str. 602), 
and the eastern side of the statue shrine 
(Str. 607) at Group A. A total of at least 
12 effigy censers were recovered at Str. 
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602, along with 19 composite censers. Reconstructed effigy censers from Str. 602 represent a 
pair of deity images: Chaak and possibly God D or Itzamna (Pugh and Rice 2009:148) (Figure 6-
50). The pairing of effigy censers suggests a link to the rites of the k'atun cycles, which have 
been identified at Santa Rita Corozal, Belize (1985a, 1985b, 1988; Chase and Chase 1986). 
Censers in the temple were deposited in situ, as they were smashed when the ceiling collapsed 
(Pugh and Rice 2009). On the other hand, censers recovered at the southeast corner of Str. 602 
were in ceremonial refuse and contained charred incense on the inside (Pugh and Rice 
2009:150). 
Next to the temple at Group A, an oratorio (Str. 605) stands at a slightly off-angle from 
the rest of the group. From inside the oratorio, a broken Kulut Modeled effigy censer of Uapake 
Carbonate Paste ware was recovered, probably standing in situ (Pugh and Rice 2009:150). Other 
effigy censers from Group A included Idolos and Pitufo Modeled types. Idolos Modeled effigy 
censers are made of Clemencia Cream Paste ware of Topoxté, while Pitufo Modeled effigy 
censers are made of Snail-Inclusion Paste ware, which includes Paxcamán Red. Both Idolos and 
Pitufo censers are painted in colors. A partially reconstructed Pitufo Modeled censer/vase was 
found in Str. 602; this represents a diving god. Rice (2009b:284) notes that diving figures are 
more common in the east coast of Yucatán. At the rectangular altar, Str. 766A of Group C 
contained four cache vessels: one is an effigy vessel and now considered to be a possible 
Mayapán Red ware, representing the deity Chaak/Tlaloc (Pugh and Rice 2009:150, 160-162, 
Figure 7-11). Composite censers, such as La Justa Composite or Extranjeras Impressed, from 
Zacpetén, often attach spikes and double disks. Mumul Composite censers from Zacpetén are 
often large, with a shallow basin, and seem to have effigy attachments.  
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6-8 Summary of Late Postclassic Political Geography and Material Culture of the Petén 
Lakes Region 
 This chapter reviewed the material culture of the Petén lakes region, focusing on the 
ethnospecific material culture of both Itza- and Kowoj-controlled archaeological sites. The basic 
ceremonial group is identified at Zacpetén and Ixlú in the Kowoj region, and temple assemblages 
are identified at Topoxté, Muralla de León, Ixlú, and Zacpetén: all Kowoj-controlled sites. 
Mayapán-related ceremonial architectural patterns are part of the ethnospecific material culture 
of the Kowoj. In the Itza region, a pattern of an open hall with a small shrine has been identified 
at several sites in Tayasal and Quexil. This pattern appears to be an Itza variant of the basic 
ceremonial group. These Itza-controlled sites are arranged around open hall structures— the 
arrangement around open hall structures may be ethnospecific to the Itza. The 17th-century Itza 
hall structure of the Itza Ajaw Kan Ek' was described by Avendaño (1987:32-34), indicating 
similarities to the open halls elsewhere in the Petén lakes region. 
 Tandem residential structures were identified at Zacpetén and Ixlú, though fewer 
excavations of domestic structures have been conducted in the Kowoj region. On the other hand, 
C-shaped structures were widely distributed as elite residences as well as ceremonial structures 
in both Itza- and Kowoj-controlled regions. Further research into residential structures in the 
region could reveal whether the tandem form is associated with the Kowoj and ethnospecific to 
their material culture. 
 Three main red-slipped types of the Postclassic period—Paxcamán Red, Augustine Red, 
Topoxté Red—were examined to explore their spatial distribution in previously excavated sites. 
They were recovered from all sites, with Paxcamán Red predominant among the group. 
Augustine Red was present in an approximate ratio of 1 to 5 or 7 against Paxcamán Red in Itza-
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controlled sites. This ratio is small in comparison to the ratio in Kowoj-controlled sites, where 
Augustine Red is scarce. Although ceramic data from Kowoj-controlled sites are only available 
from Canté Island, the frequencies of Topoxté Red exceeds Paxcamán Red with 31 to 1. At 
Macanché Island, the frequency of Topoxté Red is less than at Canté Island: this pattern seems to 
occur in other Kowoj-controlled sites. Thus, Topoxté Red is specifically associated with the 
Topoxté Islands and is distributed more widely in Kowoj-controlled sites than in Itza-controlled 
sites. 
 Effigy censers were recovered from civic-ceremonial contexts across the region. 
However, it is noteworthy that reconstructible and semi-reconstructibe effigy censers have been 
recovered more from the Kowoj-controlled region than the Itza region. In the Itza sites, effigy 
censer were fragmented and scattered. One probable reason for the better preservation of effigy 
censers in the Kowoj region is that the Spaniards destroyed them as “idols” mainly in the Itza-
core region. Effigy censer fragments in the Kowoj region are deposited in situ in front of civic-
ceremonial structures including residences. This pattern is uncommon in the Itza region. The 
common deity represented as effigy censers appear to be Itzamna in both the Itza and Kowoj 
sites.  
 The ethnospecific material culture is more marked and shared within the Kowoj sites than 
the Itza sites. They indicate the middle-scale community identity of the Kowoj, which was tied to 
a shared historical background. Because the Kowoj were a relatively late-arriving group in Petén 
after Mayapán’s collapse in 1450s, they may have had stronger cultural connections to their 
related allies, the Xiw in Yucatán, than the Itza of Petén had with the Itza of Yucatán. The Itza, 
on the other hand, had a long presence in central Petén since the Late Classic period, reflected in 
both carved stelae and decorated vessels. Through a history of migration between Yucatán and 
229 
 
Petén in times of social and political conflict, the Itza may have assimilated with the locals who 
were their probable distant ancestors. C-shaped structure plans may have been introduced to 
Yucatán by the Itza migrants during the Terminal Classic period. 
 Archaeological sites in the Petén lakes region demonstrate community identities through 
material culture. The presence of Kowoj-ethnospecific material culture in the Itza region, the 
western side of Lake Petén Itzá, indicate an alliance with the Kowoj in the 17th century, which is 
mentioned in Spanish documents. In the next chapter, I present the results of archaeological 
research in the Main Group at Tayasal. We should expect to find a similar material culture of the 
Itza at Tayasal. Furthermore, the comparison of the material culture within Tayasal should 
indicate a micro-scale local community identity, which is defined by the activities and practices 




Figure 7-1: Structure Group at Tayasal Center 
Chapter 7 
Excavations in the Main Group 
7-1 Introduction 
The Main Group (or “Tayasal Proper” in Chase (1983:355)) of Tayasal is situated 
towards the western end of the Tayasal Peninsula (Figure 7-1). This area was first recorded by 
Carl Guthe in 1921 and has been extensively excavated by several projects (Chase 1983; Guthe 
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Figure 7-2: Map of Main Group by Carnegie Institute of Washington (adapted 
after Morley 1937:Plate 208) 
1921, 1922; Ramirez B. 2004, see also Chapter 1). Most of the structures in the Main Group 
stand on an elevated platform, which extends 324 m (north-south) x 280 m (east-west) and 9 m 
higher than the plaza situated to the east. Arlen Chase subdivided the Main Group into Structure 
Groups based on the location and position of structures within the Main Group (Chase 
1983:359). These Structure Groups include Groups 23 through 33 of the Main Group. The 
Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal investigated Groups 23 through 33, except Groups 24 and 31. 
This chapter covers the excavated data in Groups 24-28 and 30-32. 
Guthe (1921:366) believed that the Main Group was the center of activities at Tayasal. 
Guthe’s initial investigation of the Main Group included mapping of Groups 24, 25, 26, 27, 29, 
and 30 (Guthe 1921:366, Figure 2; Morley 1938: Plate 208). Figure 7-2 shows Guthe’s map, 
adapted by Morley (1938), and a cross-section of the main group. Guthe mapped Groups 24, 25, 
29, and 30 arranged in a line from east to west (Guthe 1921:366). This line of groups extends 
approximately 450 m from east to west. The orientation of this line is approximately 3 degrees 
off the axis, passing over the centers of Strs. T133, T124, T123, T118, Central Acropolis, and 
Str.T80 (in Guthe’s map: Strs. V, 
III, I, Plaza C, Plaza D, Str. VI, and 
Plaza H, respectively) from east to 
west.  The Central Acropolis 
(Group 30) is the highest plaza on 
the axis and descends from west to 
east. Chase (1983:448) believed 
that the terraced plaza groups from 
the Central Acropolis to the east 
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Figure 7-3: Plaza Plan 2 at Tikal (adapted from Becker 1999: Figure 47) 
were added in later periods as the site expanded. Both Guthe (1921) and Chase (1983) noted the 
“homologous” pattern of structure arrangement around the plaza in Groups 24, 25, and 26, with 
an eastern temple containing burials on a relatively square plaza, namely Plaza Plan 2 (Becker 
1971:143-144).   
Plaza Plan (PP) architectural arrangements were first defined by Marshall Becker (1971) 
at Tikal. Noting the distribution of structures at Tikal, Becker found a pattern of architectural 
arrangement, an “architectural grammar” characterized by a group of specific structures (Becker 
2004:128). Those groups were excavated to confirm Becker’s architectural grammar (Becker 
2004). Becker (2004:128) defines Plaza Plan 2 as “(h)ousehold groups at Tikal that include 
relatively square and tall structures on the east and relatively low, rectangular structures in other 
positions” (Figure 7-3). Excavations in eastern structures at Tikal yielded burials and/or caches, 
suggesting that the eastern structures served as a ritual shrine or temple (Becker 2004). Becker 
(2004) believes that the origin of Plaza Plan 2 at Tikal goes back to the Early Classic period, 
probably developed from the E-
Group arrangement (see Chapter 
9A). Unlike in earlier periods, in 
the Late to Terminal Classic period, 
Plaza Plan 2 at Tikal has two 
eastern structures (Becker 
2004:131). 
On the western side of the 
Main Group, Chase (1983:574) 
noted a western plaza plan, called 
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Figure 7-4: Plaza Plan W, modified from Chase 1983: 
Figure 3-1b, Group 29. 
Plaza Plan W, characterized by “having a 
rectangular arrangement with low buildings on 
two or more sides but with two separate or tangent 
buildings on the western side” (Figure 7-4). 
Groups 29 and 31 have the Plaza Plan W 
arrangement (Chase 1983). According to Chase 
(1983:574-575), Groups 27 and 28 may have 
originally been part of Plaza Plan W and then 
altered in later constructions.  Group 27 was 
modified to a Plaza Plan 2 and the eastern structure of Group 28 was later buried. Thus, Chase 
(1983) considered a Plaza Plan 2 to be on the east and southeast sides of Central Acropolis and a 
Plaza Plan W to both the west and southwest of the Central Acropolis. These plaza groups were 
constructed and expanded over time on the opposite side of the Central Acropolis (Chase 1983). 
Since the Main Group area was covered with dense vegetation, previous investigations by 
the Carnegie Institution of Washington and the University of Pennsylvania were unable to 
identify small structures in the northern part of the Central Acropolis to the northwest corner of 
the Main Group. The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal thoroughly mapped the north of Central 
Acropolis along the edge of an elevated platform. We found more plaza groups on the lower 
terrace in the northwest corner of the Main Group. These plaza groups were designated Group 
29A, 29B, and 29C (Figure 7-1).  
The Structure Groups of the University of Pennsylvania were subdivided by plaza groups 
within the Main Group. These subgroups include Group 23A-23C, Group 25A-25C, and Group 
27A-27B (Figure 7-1). Group 32 is located at the southeastern edge of the massive platform, 
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which was included in the division of San Miguel Group by Chase (1983). Since Group 32 rests 
upon the massive platform with other Structure Groups, it was included in the Main Group in 
this study. We tested the Main Group to search for evidence of Postclassic occupations and to 
investigate the construction history of the site. 
7-2 Preclassic Platform Construction 
As mentioned earlier, most of the Main Group is located on an elevated platform, most of 
which was built during the Middle to Late Preclassic period (see Chapter 9A). Construction of 
formal stone platforms and monumental earthen structures during the Middle Preclassic (1000-
400 CE) are widespread phenomena across the Mesoamerican region (Clark and Hansen 2001; 
Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 1998; Inomata 2014; Joyce 2004). Numerous examples have been 
reported from the lowland sites such as El Mirador, Tintal, Nakbe, Cahal Pech, Cival, Cerros, 
Ceibal, and Lamanai (Clark and Hansen 2001; Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 1998; Inomata 2014). 
During the Middle Preclassic period, a common pattern of constructional techniques and 
architectural arrangement emerged and was shared among groups in the region (Hansen 1998; 
Estrada-Belli 2011). The construction of platforms and monumental structures appear to have 
been central elements for the development of communities at the beginning of Preclassic 
Mesoamerica (Hansen 1998; Inomata 2014). 
Richard Hansen (1998:63) believes that the Mirador Basin in northern Petén experienced 
changes in architectural construction styles and techniques during the late Middle Preclassic 
period (600-400 CE, or the Mamom phase). These changes included the construction of massive 
platforms up to 8 m in height, filling the area of 40,000 m² (Hansen 1998:63). Platforms were 
filled with stones and earth without mortar (Hansen 1998:63). Monumental structures were 
constructed in distinct building arrangements upon leveled platform structures. Two common 
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Figure 7-5: Triadic group at Tayasal. Adapted from Chase 
1983: Figure 3-1g. 
arrangements of these structures are known as “E-
Groups” and “Triadic Groups” (Estrada-Belli 
2011). E-Groups consisted of a western pyramid 
with radial stairways and an elongated eastern 
platform with three substructures on a north-south 
axis (see the discussion on “E-Groups” in Chapter 
9A) (Aimers and Rice 2006; Blom 1924; Chase 
and Chase 1995; Doyle 2013; Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). The Triadic Groups consist of a 
dominant pyramidal structure flanked by two small structures facing each other on an elevated 
platform (Figure 7-5). Constructions of early E-Groups and Triadic Groups roughly correspond 
to constructions of elevated platforms (Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 1998, 2001).  
Triadic Groups occurred widely throughout the lowland Maya region during the Late 
Preclassic period and continued into the Late Classic period (Szymanski 2014). The majority of 
Preclassic Triadic Groups are adorned with large stucco masks on their façade flanking the 
frontal stairway of the basal platform. The Late Preclassic stucco masks that adorn Triadic 
Groups often depict deities or anthropomorphic faces. Triadic Groups tend to appear at the edge 
of ritual centers, connected by the causeways, while E-Groups are found near the ceremonial 
center (Estrada-Belli 2011:69). The orientation of Triadic Groups varies from site to site, though 
the north and east appear to be favored (Szymanski 2014). However, the earlier constructions of 
Triadic Groups tend to face the west (Hansen 1998; Szymanski 2014). Hansen (1992, 1998) 
proposed that “facing the west” might be because the triadic architectural form emerged from the 
eastern structure groups of their Middle Preclassic antecedents: E-Group complexes.  
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Figure 7-6: Triadic groups at Tayasal, modified after Chase 1983: Figure 2 
In the neighboring region of the Highland Chiapas, John Clark and Richard Hansen 
(2001:4) defined a general site plan, called the Middle Formative Chiapas (MFC) pattern. This 
pattern consists of “a north-to-south axial arrangement of regularly spaced pyramidal platforms 
and plaza. The tallest platform or pyramid is located to the north, and in the south is a paired 
arrangement of a long, low mound flanked on the west by a tall pyramid” (Clark and Hansen 
2001:4). A set of long structures and pyramids facing each other corresponds to E-Groups in the 
Maya region. A large acropolis rests on the east, while several low platforms rest on the west of 
the plaza (Clark and Hansen 2001:4). A small platform is located between the eastern acropolis 
and western platforms (Clark and Hansen 2001:4). The difference in the architectural 
arrangement of structures in Chiapas and the Lowland Maya is the orientation of axis: a north-
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south axis is dominant in Chiapas as well as the Olmec region, while an east-west axis of site 
orientation is prominent in the Lowland Maya (Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 1998, 2001).  
Like platforms constructed during the Middle to Late Preclassic period in the Mirador 
Basin and other areas in the Maya Lowlands, the elevated platform of the Main Group at Tayasal 
is massive. It is 324 m (north-south) x 280 m (east-west) and 9 m in height. Excavations of the 
elevated platform in the Main Group confirmed the chronology of platform construction during 
the Late Preclassic period (details in this chapter). The axis of the Main Group is oriented east-
west, and a potential E-Group rests upon the elevated platform. Two Triadic Groups have been 
identified at Tayasal; one in eastern Tayasal (Str. T256-258) and the other in western Tayasal 
(Strs. T65-67) (Figure 7-6). Both Triadic Groups face west, and are located at the margin of the 
site (Halperin 2014). One of the side structures on the eastern Triadic Group (Str. T257) was 
excavated by Christina Halperin (2013, 2014) and dated to the Late Preclassic period. Although 
the western Triadic Group was not excavated, it was most likely constructed during the Late 
Preclassic period when the massive platform was raised and leveled (see also Halperin 2014). In 
this chapter, the elevated platform in the Main Group is called as “the massive platform.” 
 Middle to Late Preclassic architectural innovations such as the construction of the 
massive platform and the E-Group and Triadic Group arrangements first appear in the Mirador 
Basin and spread throughout the lowlands very rapidly. The meaning of the rapid spreading of 
architectural patterns has been discussed (Hansen 1998, 2001; Szymanski 2014). The 
monumentality of architectural construction from the Mirador Basin appears to have been 
transmitted to other sites as an urban design of site planning (Estrada-Belli 2011; Szymanski 
2014). However, the orientation and sizes of structures are highly variable across the Lowlands. 
The construction of monumental architecture was possibly associated with the emergence of both 
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Figure 7-7: Map of Group 25, showing the location of soundings and test pit. 
Modified from Chase 1983:  Figure 3 
a collective community identity and political authorities during the Late Preclassic period 
(Inomata 2014; Inomata et al. 2013, Joyce 2004). Leveled massive platforms served as a 
foundation of ceremonial complexes such as E-Groups and Triadic Groups. The construction 
effort required for such monumental architecture and ritual performances at these ceremonial 
complexes marked the presence of a shared community and memory (Joyce 2004). Repeated 
occupation and remodeling of Preclassic architectures in the Classic period may have been a 
commemoration of ancestors and political authorities. 
7-3 Group 25 
 Group 25 is located to the 
east of the Main Group (Figure 7-
1). The Carnegie Institution of 
Washington intensively excavated 
and mapped this group in 1920 
and 1921 (Guthe 1921, 1922; 
Morley 1938). This group is 9 m 
lower than the massive platform 
on which Central Acropolis and 
the Postclassic ceremonial core of 
Group 23 rest. Group 25 is 
arranged as a Plaza Plan 2 like the 
neighboring Groups 24 and 26 
(Chase 1983:447). This group is 
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Figure 7-8: Profiles of Soundings S21-S23 in Group 25. 
centered around the main plaza, Group 25A (“Plaza A” by Guthe, Morley 1938: Plate 208). A 9 
m-tall structure (Structure T124) rests on the eastern side of the plaza (Figure 7-7). The western 
side of the plaza is connected to the upper plaza of Group 26 by what may be a staircase (Chase 
1983:447). In the north, a possible residential compound, Group 25B (“Plaza F” by Guthe, 
Morley 1938: Plate 208) is located behind Str. T125, a colonnaded structure. Another plaza 
group, Group 25C rests in the southern end of Group 25. At the center of Group 25A, a small, 
low square platform (Str. T123) is situated on the plaza level accompanying three carved stone 
monuments (Stela 1, Stela 2, and Lintel). Since Guthe did not provide the details of the 
excavations on Group 25, Chase (1983: 447-480) described the investigation by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington in 1921 and 1922 using Guthe’s field notes. George Cowgill (1963:47) 
observed Guthe’s excavated ceramics in the Peabody Museum Collections. The Postclassic 
sherds represent “a dozen or so” out of approximately 1500 sherds (Cowgill 1963:47). In 1959, 
Cowgill (1963:47) conducted random surface collections in Group 25 and found small 
collections of ceramics diagnostic to the Postclassic and earlier periods. 
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 The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed two sounding pits in Group 25A: Sounding 
#21 (S21) at the northwest of Group 25A; and Sounding #22 (S22) in between Str. T123 and 
T124 (Figure 7-7). S21 was excavated to a depth of 48 cm, and 163 ceramic sherds were 
recovered from Level 2. No Postclassic diagnostic ceramics were recovered from S21; half of the 
ceramics (n=94) were Late Classic diagnostics. S22 was excavated to a depth of 42 cm, and 16 
ceramic sherds were recovered. Level 2 (29-42cm below the surface) included 2 Augustine Red 
and 1 Chilo Unslipped sherds. A plaster floor (Floor 1) was encountered 18 cm below the 
surface, and Floor 2 was located just below Floor 1 (Figure 7-8). Floor 2 was thicker than Floor 
1, which was partially recovered in the 50 x 50 cm sounding. The thin and fragile plaster floor is 
typical of Postclassic floor construction at Tayasal. 
7-3-1 Group 25A 
7-3-1.1 Structure T123 
 A small, low platform, Str. T123 (“Structure 1” by the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington), located at the center of Group 25A, was excavated by Guthe in 1921 (Chase 
1983:468-478; Guthe 1921). According to Chase (1983:468-470, Fig.3-17), Str. T123 is an 
approximately 5.8 x 5.8 m square structure with four doorways (Figure 7-9). Basal stones of the 
structure were set below the plaster plaza, suggesting that Str. T123 was constructed in the final 
phase of the plaza surface (Chase 1983:469). A bench construction appeared to have existed in 
the interior of Str. T123 (Chase 1983:470). The interior appeared to have been plaster, and Stela 
1 was laid upside down at the center of the floor (Chase 1983:470-473). Guthe conducted 
excavations clearing the entirety of Str. T123 and a 1 x 6 m trench to the north of the structure 
(Chase 1983; Guthe 1921). A trench was excavated to investigate the association between Str. 
T123 and another carved monument, Stela 2, which was found approximately 10.8 m north of 
241 
 
Figure 7-9: Map of Str. T123 and locations of burials. Adapted from Chase 
1983: Figure 3-17. 
Str. T123 by Guthe in 1921 
(Chase 1983; Guthe 1921). 
Another carved stone monument, 
Lintel 1 was found in two 
fragments: one on Str. T123, and 
another to the north between 
Stela 2 and Str. T123 (Guthe 
1921:366; Morley 1938:429).  
 Chase (1983:476-477) 
discusses the form and dating of 
Str. T123 comparing it to similar 
structures in the Maya lowland. 
Chase (1983:476) placed Str. 
T123 in the Late to Terminal 
Classic period based on the 
spatial arrangement of Plaza Plan 
4 at Group 25A. However, Str. T123 has four doorways, one to each of the cardinal directions 
and represents the quadripartite division of Maya cosmology. Such four-doorway structures are 
common in the Postclassic period. For example, four-doorway structures are present at Chich'en 
Itza (El Castillo, Lincoln 1990), Mayapan (El Castillo, Proskouriakoff 1962; Pugh 2003), and 
Dzibilchaltun (The Temple of the Seven Dolls, Andrews and Andrews 1980). These four-
doorway structures include a staircase on each side of the wall. At Topoxté, a small platform 
(Structure J) has a stairway on each side (Bullard 1966:267; Wurster 2000:48-49). Although Str. 
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Figure 7-10: Effigy censer foot from Str. T123. (C)President and Fellows of 
Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, PM#58-
23-20/66026 (digital file # CI016015). 
T123 has no stairway; it is possible 
that the building had the same 
function as the similar four-door 
structures. Remodeling of ancient 
plazas by the construction of a 
shrine or platform is very common 
during the Postclassic period 
(Chapter 2).  
 Additional evidence placing 
Str. T123 in the Late Postclassic 
period include effigy censer 
fragments (Chase 1983:475-476, Figure 7-10). A fragment of a censer displays a common sandal 
strap on a barefoot with five toes. The size of this fragment is 29 x 24.5 x 9.8 cm (long-wide-
thick) (Chase 1983:476). Guthe found this foot within Str. T123 and estimated the complete size 
as “an eight-foot-high figure” (Chase 1983:475), which is approximately 2.5 m tall. It appears to 
have been coated by white plaster. The paste color is reddish with sand temper (Chase 
1983:476). Chase (1983:476) believed that this foot belonged to the Terminal Classic (Hobo 
Phase) based on the reddish paste color with sand temper. Rice (1987:184-185), however, noted 
a paste color variation in the Patojo Ceramic group. Patojo Modeled type from Punta Nima had a 
reddish brown paste color (Rice 1987:185). Similar, broken censer feet are included in the 
Ceramics of Mayapan (Smith 1971: vol. 2, Figure 70). Alternatively, the censer foot from 
Tayasal could be a foot-shaped vessel, similar to the one at the Yale Art Gallery (Figure 7-11). 
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Figure 7-11: Vessel in the Form of a Left Foot. Yale Art Gallery 
The foot vessel at the Yale Art Gallery has a description of “Vessel in the Shape of a Left Foot” 
from the Aztec period, Mexico (1325-1521 CE). 
The excavation of Str. T123 
yielded a large number of rim 
sherds and some censer fragments 
(Chase 1983:475). Cowgill 
conducted a small surface collection 
in and around Str. T123 (lot X193) 
and recovered “a few sherds of 
Paxcamán Red, a Postclassic 
unslipped utility ware rim, and a 
fragment probably belonging to an effigy incensario, as well as several sherds of earlier date” 
(Cowgill 1963:47). Based on these Postclassic assemblages, Cowgill (1963:47) postulated that 
Str. T123 was constructed in the Postclassic period, and that Stela 1 was reset there. 
7-3-1.2 Burials at Structure T123 
 Previous excavations uncovered six burials in the vicinity of Str. T123 (Chase 1983). 
Three burials (Burials 1, 2, and 3) were located roughly between Str. T123 and Stela 2 (Figure 7-
9). The size of the burials is unknown, though they were located from 42- 90 cm below the 
surface (Chase 1983:471). Three individuals were deposited amid the rock fill. Since the bones 
were crushed and mixed in the fill, we only know the position of the individual closest to the 
surface. Chase (1983:471) describes, “(t)he upper one was flexed on the right side with head to 
the north. A second fragmentary skull was located beneath the pelvis of the first individual. 
Beside this second skull was the broken mandible of a young child.” The flexed position with the 
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head to the north is a common Postclassic burial pattern at Tayasal (Chapter 10). No artifacts 
accompanied these three burials. 
 Burials 4, 5, and 6 were recovered from the northwest corner of Str. T123 (Chase 
1983:472) (Figure 7-9). Unlike Burials 1, 2, and 3, Burials 4, 5, and 6 appeared to have been 
deposited individually. Burial 4 was located 39 cm below the surface: “This burial was flexed on 
its left side with its head to the north” (Chase 1983:472). Burial 5 was located below Burial 4 to 
the south, directly under the northwest corner of Str. T123. The body was flexed with its head 
oriented towards the north-northeast. Guthe identified the individual to be an aged female (Chase 
1983:472). Another burial (Burial 6) was located under Burial 5 to the west. Burial 6 was flexed 
on its right side with its head oriented towards the west.   
 No artifacts were associated with any burials around Str. T123. Most of the burials 
(Burials 1, 4, 5, and 6) were in the flexed position, with heads commonly directed toward the 
north (Burial 6 to the west). As mentioned, this pattern is common at Tayasal, especially for the 
Postclassic period. Chase (1983:473) discusses that these burials were “in the midst of large 
rocks with no earth between them.” This appears to be a cist, which also exists in the Postclassic 
ceremonial group in Group 23 (Chapter 10). It is unknown how many persons were buried in 
these cists. In Group 23, only one person was found in each cist. Although Chase does not 
mention the period of these burials or the presence of censer fragments in the burial sites, using 
Guthe’s field notes, we can speculate that a large number of the censer fragments from Str. T123 
were recovered from the top of burials. In such cases, burials around Str. T123 are consistent 
with the mortuary pattern of Group 23 and may date to the Postclassic period. 
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Figure 7-12: Monuments from Str. T123. A) Stela 1, B) Stela 2, C) Lintel 1. 
Adopted from Morley 1938: Plate 157a-c. 
7-3-1.3 Monuments: Stela 1, Stela 2, and Lintel 1 
 Three carved monuments were recovered from the vicinity of Str. T123 (Morley 1938: 
426-432, see also Chase 1983:473-475). Stela 1 was found facing down within Str. T123. It 
bears no date glyphs but a large “mask” below a seated personage (Figure 7-12A). Because of its 
stylistic attributes, Morley (1938:428) placed the date of Stela 1 as 9.17.0.0.0, 13 Ajaw 18 
Kumk'u (January 18, 771 CE). Guthe suggested that Stela 1 had been used as an altar inside Str. 
T123 (Chase 1983:473), while Morley (1938:426) believed that Str. T123 “doubtless served as a 
base for the single fragment of Stela 1 recovered.” Since Stela 1 was laid upside down, it is likely 
that it was repositioned inside Str. T123 in a later period, probably during the Late Postclassic 
period.  
Fragmented Stela 2 had two carved sides at right angles to each other (Figure 7-12B). 
Morley (1938:431-432) interpreted the severely eroded glyphs as dating to 9.19.0.0.0, 9 Ajaw 18 
Mol (June 22, 810 CE). Chase (1983:474-475) suggested that Stela 2 was more likely a lintel 
than a stela. In that case, this carved monument was not original to the location but repositioned 
on the plaza. The third monument, 
Lintel 1, is fragmented into three 
pieces and carries two glyphs 
(Figure 7-12C). Morley 
(1938:428-431) interpreted one of 
the glyphs as dating to 9.18.0.0.0, 
11 Ajaw 18 Mak (October 5, 790 
CE). Both Morley and Chase 
(1983:473-474) suggested that this 
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monument did not originate from Str. T123.  
7-3-1.4 Summary of Structure T123 
In sum, Str. T123 was most likely constructed during the Postclassic period at the center 
of Group 25A plaza. Like numerous Postclassic sites, Group 25A was reoccupied during the 
Postclassic period. Along with the construction of Str. T123, ancient Stela 1 was reset inside the 
structure. Morley’s interpretation of the glyphs on these carved monuments date them to the Late 
Classic period, which is also consistent with Stela 3 and 4 in Group 23 (Chapter 9A). All of the 
carved monuments appear to have been relocated to the vicinity of Str. T123 at Group 25A 
during the Postclassic period when Str. T123 was constructed. The relocation of these 
monuments was likely a legitimation of group identity at Tayasal achieved by incorporating the 
ancient monuments into Postclassic ceremonial activities. 
The recovery of an enormous effigy censer foot from Str. T123 suggests that ceremonial 
activities were undertaken during the Late Postclassic period. Cowgill’s ceramic analysis from 
Str. T123 demonstrated a Postclassic occupation. Six burials were encountered in two different 
locations around Str. T123: one location is the northwest corner of Str. T123 and the other at the 
midpoint between Str. T123 and Stela 2. Three burials were deposited each in a layer in both of 
two locations and placed in possible cists with no artifacts. Most of the burials, if not all, were 
flexed in a position, and their heads were oriented towards the north (except Burial 6). This 
pattern is consistent with other Postclassic burials in Group 23. Given this evidence, Str. T123 
was likely constructed and occupied during the Postclassic, possibly the Late Postclassic period. 
This contradicts Chase’s interpretation of a Late to Terminal Classic period date, which is based 
upon the dates on the carved monuments, which were likely moved by later people, and the 
presence of a Plaza Plan 4. 
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7-3-1.5 Structure T124 
The eastern structure, Str. T124 (“Structure 3” according to the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington), measures 9 x 28 x 24 m (tall-wide-deep) (Figure 7-6). The eastern side of the 
structure appears to reach the plaza of Group 24, 9 m lower than Group 25A. The structure faces 
the west with a stairway on its western side. Guthe encountered the southeast corner of the 
superstructure on the top of Str. T124. Now, a large looter’s pit (2 x 2 m) mars on the northern 
side of the summit. It appears to have been dug out after the 1971 University of Pennsylvania 
investigation. Guthe placed a 5.4 m-long trench near the northwest corner of Str. T124, finding a 
course of the structure’s basal stones sitting on the plaster plaza (Chase 1983:478-479). 
Cowgill’s surface collection around Str. T124 in 1959 (lot X195) contained no Postclassic sherds 
(Cowgill 1963:47). In the assessment of Plaza Plan 2, Chase (1983:479) postulated the presence 
of a burial/tomb in the eastern structure of Str. T124.  
7-3-2 Group 25B 
 Group 25B (“Plaza F” according to the Carnegie Institution) is located on the north side 
of Group 25A (Figure 7-6). Group 25B was first mapped by the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington (Morley 1938: Plate 208). Four structures (Strs. T125, T129, T130, and T131) were 
located in each direction of the plaza: Str T125 at south; Str. T129 at west; Str. T130 at north; 
Str. T131 at east. The University of Pennsylvania also mapped Group 25B in 1971, yielding a 
detailed map of Strs. T125 and T131 (Chase 1983). Additionally, Group 25B was mapped by the 
Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009-2010, finding several structures in the center of the 
plaza. The area of Group 25B has been heavily disturbed since the mapping by the University of 
Pennsylvania in 1971. Thus, it is not certain if the newly mapped structures correspond to the 
structures by the University of Pennsylvania. Chase (1983:479-480) postulated that Guthe might 
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have excavated Group 25B, referring to “Group 5”, in 1922. According to Chase (1983:480), 
“‘Wall 3’ was found beneath ‘Floor A’ and above ‘Floor C’ and that a ‘pier’ was found below 
‘Floor C.’” Chase could not identify which building Guthe excavated from the latter’s field 
notes. 
According to Chase (1983:447), Str. T125 has “six doors and an offset access stair; it is 
approximately 75 m in length.” The map composed by the University of Pennsylvania appears to 
locate columns, suggesting a colonnaded open hall (Schwarz 2004:427). The “offset access stair” 
is on the southern side of Str. T125, facing the south. The latest map by the Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal suggests a superstructure at the center of Str. T125. Structure T129 
appears to be an L-shaped form at the northwest corner of Group 25B. Structure T130 stands 
parallel to Str. T125 on the northern side of the plaza, with Str. T131 on the eastern side of the 
plaza. Chase (1983:447) noted a frontal terrace of Str. T131, which is not on Guthe’s map. The 
latest mapping yielded several alignments at the center of the plaza (Figure 7-7). It appears that 
Str. T130 is a part of a large C-shaped structure (50 x 23 m) in the Plaza, having eastern and 
western sides. The front of this C-shaped structure appears to have a wide doorway (20 m). The 
interior also appears to have partitions running north-south. Although older maps present a 
simple plaza group, the latest map exhibits a complicated spatial arrangement in the central area. 
However, it is possible that some of these alignments are back-dirt from the previous excavation 
by Guthe.  
The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed a 1 x 1 m test pit (2069.13-2008.925) 
between the doorway of the newly mapped structure, to the north of Str. T125 in Group 25B 
(Figure 7-7). The test pit, 78 cm in depth, yielding 84 ceramic sherds. There are 19 (22%) 
Postclassic diagnostic ceramics; 3 Augustine Red and 16 Pozo Unslipped. Below the humus 
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layer (Level 1) which contained 2 Augustine Red and 2 Pozo Unslipped ceramic sherds, Level 2 
appeared to have been composed of 2 layers. The upper layer (Level 2a) of Level 2 contained a 
grayish brown soil with pebble inclusion in 28 cm-thick. The lower layer (Level 2b) of Level 2 
was about 3 cm-thick and included grayish brown soil with powdered limestone granule. Level 
2b may have been a thin plaster floor of the Postclassic period. Level 2 included 1 Augustine 
Red and 8 Pozo Unslipped ceramic sherds, though which layer yielded these pieces was left 
unmentioned. Below the possible Postclassic floor, another layer (Level 3) was excavated, which 
included 6 Pozo Unslipped ceramic sherds. Since Level 3 contained the same matrix as Level 2a, 
unlike a typical Postclassic floor fill, the excavated area may have contained the backdirt from 
previous excavations (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2009:35). 
Although the latest map demonstrated several alignments at the center of Group 25B, it is 
unlikely that the previous mapping crews missed these mounds. For this reason, these alignments 
could be mounds of backdirt from the previous excavation or looters’ pits. Since few Postclassic 
sherds were recovered from Plaza F, the Postclassic inhabitants at Tayasal did not occupy and/or 
modify Group 25B except Str. T125. Group 25B appears to be a residential compound of the 
Classic period. If Str. T125 was the Postclassic colonnaded open hall; it would need to be 
excavated in the future to understand the Postclassic modification of earlier structures. 
7-3-3 Group 25C 
 Group 25C is located south of Group 25A (Figure 7-6). It includes Str. T117 to the north, 
Str. T108 to the east, and Str. T105 to the west, forming a plaza group. The southern side of the 
plaza group is the edge of the massive elevated platform; this steep edge drops at least 20 m 
towards San Miguel Aguada to the south. The southern plaza area is about 2 m higher than 
Group 25A (Chase 1983:462). This might be due to the natural rise of the bedrock (Guthe 
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1922:318). Although Str. T117 faces north towards Group 25A, Str. T117 appears to be 
incorporated into this Group 25C. Guthe excavated Str. T117 and T108 in 1921 and 1922 (Chase 
1983; Guthe 1921, 1922; Morley 1938), and The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal excavated a 50 
x 50 cm sounding pit (Sounding #23 or S23) in front of Str. T108 in 2009 (Pugh and Sánchez P. 
2010) (Figure 7-7).  
 Structure T117 (“Structure 2” according to the Carnegie Institution of Washington) was 
the most intensively excavated by Guthe at Tayasal (Chase 1983:462-468; Guthe 1921:367, 
1922:318). Structure T117 measures approximately 6 m in height from the level of Group 25A 
and 47 m in length by 12 m in width (Chase 1983:462). Guthe excavated six trenches into Str. 
T117: four on the northern side of the structure, and two on the southern side (Guthe 1922:318). 
One of the trenches (Trench A) across the mound from the north to the south, exposing earlier 
construction phases (Chase 1983:463-466; Guthe 1921:367, 1922:318). Based on Guthe’s field 
notes, Chase (1983:463-468) postulated that Str. T117 had at least two superimposed 
constructions during the Classic period (Strs. T117-1st and T117-2nd). Cowgill conducted a small 
surface collection around Str. T117 (lot X194) and found no Postclassic sherds (Cowgill 
1963:47). 
One burial (Burial T117-1) was encountered to the south of Str. T117 (Chase 1983:466; 
Guthe 1922:318). The burial contained a male without head buried in a flexed posture on his 
back (Guthe 1922:318). The burial was located on the floor of Str. T117-2nd, covered by the fill 
of Str. T117-1st (Chase 1983:466). No artifacts were found with this burial. In the report of 
Guthe (1921:366) , Morely dated this burial and Str. T117-1st to the Postclassic period, based on 
his interpretation of decapitated burial as an indicator of the vicious Itza described by 
Villagutierre (1983) (Chase 1983:466). 
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 Structure T108 is located to the south of Str. T117, facing toward Str. T105 in Group 
25C. Structure T108 is situated at the southeastern edge of the massive platform, which steeply 
drops at least 20 m to the San Miguel Aguada. Guthe excavated the building in 1921 (Chase 
1983; Guthe 1921, 1922). First, a trench connecting Str. T117 and T108 were excavated, where 
Burial T117-1 was encountered. The trench reached bedrock and exposed a series of floors. The 
areal striping of Str. T108 and trench excavation from the southeast corner to the inside the 
building revealed that Str. T108 was produced by a single construction event (Chase 1983:450, 
Figure 3-12). Structure T108 rests upon a roughly 5.95 m square platform of a single course of 
well-dressed limestone. Structure T108 is approximately 3.8 m square and 1.85 m in height with 
a western stairway. The stairway is 1.95 m wide by 1 m deep and has 8 steps to the summit of 
Str. T108. Chase (1983:452) believes that a perishable superstructure appears to have existed on 
the top of Str. T108 during its use in the Late Classic period. 
 A crypt burial (Burial T108-1) was encountered in Str. T108 located at nearly the center 
of the structure and 2.5 m below the summit. The crypt chamber was set directly upon bedrock, 
placed into the plaster floor and floor fill with 0.77 m in height and 2 m in length. The chamber 
was framed with stones and contained an individual with 5 ceramic vessels, 1 bead neckless, and 
1 obsidian blade. 
 The individual in Burial T108-1 was laid on the bedrock in an extended position with the 
head oriented towards the north. The head rested upon a vessel (Object 5) and faced east (Chase 
1983:452). Based on muscle ridges on the long bones and lower jaw, Guthe postulated the 
individual to be male who was 25 to 30 at death. Two vessels (Object 1 and Object 2) were 
placed to the west of the feet, and three vessels (Object 3, Object 4, and Object 5) were around 
the head. Chase analyzed these offering vessels and placed them in the Hobo ceramic complex. 
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A bead necklace was located around the neck. It consists of 23 or 26 beads of greenstone 
(possibly serpentine) ca. 26 cm in length. (Chase 1983:458). A fragment of obsidian blade was 
located under the left humerus. Guthe believed that the blade “may have been in the right hand,” 
because the right hand also rested beneath the left humerus (Chase 1983:459).  
 Based on the recovered vessels, Chase (1983:459) dated the burial to the Late Classic 
period (Hobo phase). Compared to two other contemporaneous burials at Tayasal (Burial T7B-3 
from Str. T104 and Burial T12B-1 from Str. T110), Chase (1983:459) considers the buried 
individual in Str. T108 to have been very important. The function of Str. T108 is unknown, but 
Chase (1983:462) notes that Str. T108 is the only building fronting the plaza of Group 25C, and 
the plaza is likely constructed as a Plaza Plan 2 and Structure T108 was the eastern shrine with a 
burial. 
7-3-3.1 Sounding #23 (S23) 
 The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed a 50 x 50 cm sounding (1954.32-2000.77) to 
the east of Str. T108 (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010) (Figures 7-7 and 7-8). Although the sounding 
excavation seemed far from Guthe’s excavation on Str. T108, the recovered materials appeared 
to have been disturbed by Guthe’s previous excavation. A few Postclassic sherds were found in 
this excavation, including a Mumul composite censer sherd. This suggests that, while the layer 
was disturbed, ceremonial activities were likely conducted in Group 25C during the Postclassic 
period. Furthermore, the Postclassic inhabitants may have known that Str. T108 contained a 
burial.                            
7-4 Group 26 
To the northeast of the massive platform in the Main Group and directly east of the 
Central Acropolis (Group 30) is Group 26, which consists of three structures (Str. T88, T89, and 
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Figure 7-13:  Map of Group 26 with locations of test pits, modified from 
Chase 1983: Figure3. 
T118) likely arranged into a Plaza 
Plan 2 (Chase 1983:428). Like the 
typical Late Classic period Plaza 
Plan 2, Group 26 has a small shrine 
(Str. T118) on the eastern edge 
facing a courtyard and two 
structures at the northern and 
southern ends (Figure 7-13). 
Structure T88 stands at the northern 
end of Group 26 (facing the plaza), 
and Str. T89 which appears to be a 
part of Group 27A to the south. 
This plaza is 115 m north-south 
and 55 m east-west (Chase 
1983:428). The plaza axis is 
oriented 8.55 degrees east of north, matching the orientation of the massive platform on which 
Group 26 lies. This orientation does not correlate with the axis of Central Acropolis, Group 30, 
which is 4.55 degrees east of north. Group 26 is 9 m higher than Group 25 to the east and 9 m 
lower than Group 30 to the west. 
7-4-1 Structure T118 
Excavation of the eastern structure, Str. T118, by the University of Pennsylvania, 
revealed that Str. T118 include a single Late Classic period construction (Chase 1983). Structure 
T118 is approximately 10 x 8 m and 1.5 m above the plaza level (Chase 1983:430). It has a 
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western stairway with a frontal terrace (Chase 1983: Fig. 3-9). The excavation into Str. T118 
revealed a furnished tomb (Burial T16B-1) with a vaulted chamber dated to the Late Classic 
period (Pakoc phase) (Chase 1983:428-446). The tomb was constructed into earlier platforms 
which included an access stairway to Group 25 to the east on the eastern edge of Preclassic 
massive platform (Chase 1983:429). This suggests that the Preclassic massive platform was 
narrower (2.6 m) than the latest Plaza Group 26. Chase (1983:439) suggested that the tomb was 
dedicated the construction of Str. T118. The burial (T16B-1) contained an adult male, seven 
ceramic vessels of the Pakoc period, four jade beads (2 carved and 2 subspherical), one 
spondylus bead, and one obsidian blade (Chase 1983). The interment was extended north-south 
in the position with the head to the north (Chase 1983). 
If Str. T118 was constructed during the early Late Classic period; this eastern structure 
was deliberatively placed on the axis running through Group 24, 25, 26, 29, and 30 in the 
arrangement of Plaza Plan 2. Structure T118 appears to have been abandoned during the late 
Late Classic period (Hobo phase) (Chase 1983:429). The excavation revealed that the building 
stones of Str. T118 were robbed before its abandonment and that no Late Classic materials were 
recovered from the humus and collapse of the structure (Chase 1983:442). 
7-4-2 Sounding #10 (S10) 
 In search of possible Postclassic occupation in Group 26, the Proyecto Arqueológico 
Tayasal placed two 50 x 50 cm Sounding pits in 2009 (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). Sounding pit 
#10 (S10) is located at the southwest corner of Group 26, approximately 5 m north of the 
northwest corner of Str. T89 (Figure 7-13). S10 was placed in an area that appears to be a 
corridor from Group 26 to Group 23 along the Central Acropolis and Group 27A. S10 recovered 
a mixture of materials; Postclassic materials were included in Level 3, beneath the layer that 
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Figure 7-14: East Profile of 1 x 2m test pit (1966-1902) at Str. T89. 
contained Tinaja Red of the Late Classic period. In fact, 17 Tinaja Red sherds (74%) were 
recovered from Level 1, the humus layer. This suggests that this area was disturbed and 
contained the collapsed materials from both Central Acropolis and Str. T89. 
7-4-3 Sounding #20 (S20) 
 Sounding pit #20 (S20) was placed 13 m west of Str. T118 (Figure 7-13).  S20 recovered 
a low number of artifacts and several layers of plaster floor (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). The 
topmost plaster floor (Floor 1) was encountered at 7 cm below the surface (Figure 7-14). It is 
3cm-thick and recovered only on the western side of the sounding (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). 
This might correspond to Unit 7 in Chase (1983), the platform on which Str. T118 rests. Floors 2 
through 4 were better preserved and recovered throughout the test pit (Figure 7-14). These floors 
correspond to Units 6, 5, and 4, respectively, recovered beneath Str.T118 by the University of 
256 
 
Figure 7-15: Profiles of Soundings #10 and #20 in Group 26. 
Pennsylvania. The humus layer contained sherds of Paxcamán Red (n=1) and Augustine Red  
(n=2), but the frequency was too low to suggest a Postclassic occupation for Group 26. 
7-4-4 1 x 2 m Test Pit (1966-1902) 
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Figure 7-16: A possible doorway at Str. T89. Two door 
jambs on the north-south. 
 A 1 x 2 m test pit was excavated by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal on the northeast 
corner of Str. T89 in Group 26 in 2010. Structure T89 is about 40 m in length and 15 m in width 
facing to the south towards Group 27A. The test pit was placed north-south to locate a 
Postclassic occupation on Str. T89 and to examine a construction sequence of T89 (Pugh and 
Sánchez P. 2011). The 1 x 2 m test pit reached bedrock at 2.92 m below the surface (Figure 7-
15). A fill layer (Level 17) with a clayish dark brown-colored soil which included one sherd of 
Achiote Unslipped of the Mamom Complex, dated to the Middle Preclassic Period (300-600 
BCE) was found upon the bedrock.  Another layer (Level 16) of fill which did not include any 
artifacts was placed upon Level 17. Atop Level 16, we uncovered a Preclassic fill (Level 15) that 
included unslipped sherds of the Late Preclassic period and a fragment of an obsidian point. 
Another Late Preclassic fill (Level 14) was laid upon Level 15, including the sherds of Mamom 
and Chicanel Complex (300 BCE-350 CE).  
 A possible doorway (1.3 m wide) facing 
the east appeared to have been constructed on top 
of the Late Preclassic fill (Level 14) (Figure 7-
16). The door jambs were rectangular (55 x 16 
cm) block stones placed north and south of the 1 x 
2 m pit. At the western end of the door jambs, an 
alignment of stones ran north-south. This 
alignment was probably the edge of the platform 
associated with Level 13, the construction fill. 
The platform stones were irregular in shape and 
size and were packed tightly. Two courses of door 
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jambs and the platform construction sit on the fill. Twenty-five sherds of Achiote Unslipped 
were recovered mixed with Chicanel diagnostic sherds from Level 13. Additionally, 7 metate 
fragments were recovered from this level. Since it is unusual to find metate fragments in a 
doorway, they might have been used as construction material. No plaster floor was identified 
upon the platform construction. The construction fill (Level 12) upon Level 13 and door jamb 
included the Momom and Chicanel diagnostic sherds. 
A fill that included small fragments of plaster and Chicanel diagnostic sherds (Level 11) 
was placed upon the construction fill. It suggests that the fill included the broken plaster floor 
(Floor 2) of the Chicanel phase. Another fill layer (Level 10) was placed upon the construction 
fill that includes cobbles and 24 sherds of Paila Unslipped of the Chicanel Complex. The 
southwest corner of the test pit contained a plaster floor running almost parallel to the edge of the 
doorway. The material was filled to the top of the upper door jamb in the south. The upper block 
stone of the northern door jamb was included in the possibly destroyed floor fill (Level 9, Floor 
1). The fill included 31 Chicanel diagnostic ceramics and 1 Tzakol diagnostic ceramic (Balanza 
Black) suggesting that the fragments of plaster floor were dated to the Tzakol phase (350-600 
CE). 
Fill was placed upon the Tzakol phase layer (Level 8) that possibly included a floor and 
floor fill. Ceramics diagnostic to the Tepeu1/2 phase (600-830 CE) were mixed with those of the 
Tzakol and Chicanel phases. Two discrete layers of destroyed floor fills (Level 7 and 8) were 
placed upon the possible floor. The smooth light gray soil included small pieces of floor 
fragments. Another layer (Level 5) of light gray soil was deposited upon the destroyed floors. A 
fragment of metate was recovered from the bottom of this layer. The collapse (Level 4) of Str. 
T89 including of Tepeu 1-3, Tzakol, and Chicanel diagnostic sherds was found upon the fill of 
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Level 5. a collapse fill (Level 3) dating from the Late to Terminal Classic period was placed 
upon this collapse fill of Str. T89. Level 3 included a mix of Pozo Unslipped from both the 
Postclassic and Late to Terminal Classic diagnostic sherds.   
A total of 7 sherds of Pozo Unslipped were recovered from Levels 2 and 3. The majority 
of the test pit was Chicanel and Tepeu 2-3 diagnostics. The Chicanel phase of the Late Preclassic 
to the Early Classic period contained 6 layers, with a depth of 129 cm altogether. The only layer 
of the Early Classic Tzakol Phase was 21 cm-deep. The Late to Terminal Classic layers had five 
layers with 71 cm-deep. The small number of Pozo Unslipped sherds found upon the collapse of 
the Late to Terminal Classic layers indicates that the later inhabitants of Tayasal did not occupy 
Str. T89 during the Postclassic period. 
In sum, it is unknown whether the doorway recovered in Level 14 was a part of a former 
building beneath the Late Classic floors or the base of an earlier construction of Str. T90 which is 
situated at the east of Str. T89. Since the massive platform on which Group 27A rests is elevated 
9 m, the emergence of the bedrock at only 3 m in depth was unexpected. However, it indicates 
that the extensive platform at the Main Group of Tayasal was constructed partially using 
naturally elevated terrain. 
7-5 Group 27 
 Group 27A is located to the south of Group 26 and southeast of the Central Acropolis 
(Figure 7-1). Recent mapping by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal discovered another 
structure group to the south of this group, which we designated as Group 27B. Both Groups 27A 
and 27B rest upon the eastern edge of the massive platform. The Postclassic ceremonial group, 
Group 23, is located to the west of Group 27A and 27B.  
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Figure 7-17: Map of Group 27 with locations of test pits. 
7-5-1 Group 27A 
Structure T89 of Group 26 faces south and appears to be incorporated into Group 27A to 
the south (Figure 7-17). Group 27A is located on the raised platform that is almost square (74 m 
north-south by 68 m east-west) and elevated 2 m higher than the massive platform of the Main 
Group. The axis is 5 degrees east of north, which is almost parallel to the massive platform 
(Table 7-1). Group 27A consists of at least five structures, the tallest is Structure T110, which 
stands on the east side. Structure T91 is located on the western edge and Str. T92 rests on the 
southern edge. The northwest and southeast corners of the platform were destroyed, possibly by 
modern activities.  
The supposed northwest 
corner is 12 m south of Central 
Acropolis, but the surface seems to 
have been flattened by a modern 
tourist trail. The eastern side of the 
platform drops steeply to the San 
Miguel Aguada. 
The University of 
Pennsylvania trenched through Str. 
T110 from east to west and found a 
series of construction phases and an 
elaborately furnished tomb (Burial 
T12B-1) (Chase 1983:395-427). 
The tomb had a vaulted chamber 
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colored with red pigment (Chase 1983). According to Chase (1983:403), the burial from Str. 
T110 was the most elaborate and furnished from the excavations at Tayasal in 1971. The 
interment was identified as a 35-year-old male with a number of grave goods including 14 
vessels, and a necklace of jade beads (Chase 1983). The upper portion of the body and some 
artifacts appeared to have been burned. The vessels dated to the Tzakol phase, the Early Classic 
period (Chase 1983).  
7-5-1.1 1 x 2 m Test Pit (1899-1829) 
 The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal excavated a 1 x 2 m test pit in Group 27A in search 
of both Postclassic occupation and the construction sequences of Group 27A platform (Pugh and 
Sánchez P. 2011). A 1 x 2 m unit was placed on the southwest edge of Str. T92, located at the 
southwestern corner of the Group 27A-platform (Figure 7-17). Structure T92 appears to be 
approximately 23 x 8 m running east-west with 10.77 degrees east of north (Table 7-1). The test 
pit 1899-1829 was placed 1 m to the north and 2 m to the west. In this test pit we encountered a 
refuse deposit at the southwest corner of the platform. For security, the 1 x 2 m test pit was 
reduced to 1 x 1 m (the western square) from Level 6 to Level 11. 
The excavation that spanned from Level 6 to Level 11 reached bedrock, which rested 
3.16 m below surface (Figure 7-18). This indicates that the bedrock encountered at Str. T89 and 
Str. T92 is at the same depth as that beneath the platform of Group 27A. The bedrock was 
located 25 cm higher in the western end of the test pit. Light-colored soil and large limestones 
with no artifacts (Level 11) was placed directly upon the bedrock. Four discrete floors (Floors 5-
8) with floor fills (Level 10b, 10d, and 10f) were deposited upon the sterile layer. The majority 
of ceramics recovered from these floor fills were a mix of Mamom and a few Chicanel sherds. A 
floor fill (Level 10b) of Floor 4 (Level 9) was deposited upon Floor 5 (Level 10a). Level 10b 
262 
 
Figure 7-18: South profile of 1x2 m test pit (1899-1829) at Str. T92. 
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Figure 7-19: West wall of Str. T92, abutting on the plaster 
floor. 
was 4 cm-thick. This thick plaster floor was 
encountered throughout the test pit. 
 Another floor fill (Level 8) with light 
grey-brown earth with mainly small cobbles was  
deposited upon Floor 4. Ceramics recovered from 
this fill included Chicanel diagnostic sherds. 
Three plaster floors (Floor 1-3) were deposited on 
top of the Chicanel fill without the inclusion of 
any artifacts. The floors and fills were 1 to 2 cm-
thick and deposited one after another in short 
periods. Floor 1 (Level 6) appeared to be the 
platform on which Str. T92 is abutted. This 
platform is laid at 98 cm below surface. Three 
courses of the western wall (Level 5) of Str. T92 were exposed on the eastern edge of 1 x 2 m 
test pit (Figures 7-18 and 7-19). The wall stones were composed of soft limestone that was cut 
and shaped in blocks. The wall was laid down before the floor construction, as the wall abuts the 
floor. The southern end of wall stone appears to be missing; it may have been reused elsewhere. 
The wall is oriented north-south, parallel to the eastern wall of test pit. 
A relatively large numbers of chert fragments (n=39) and five obsidian blade fragments 
Group 26 27A 27A 28 Acropolis 
Structure   T92 T109  
Orientation 
(East of North) 
8.55° 5° 10.77° 20° 5.8° 
Table 7-1: Orientation table for the Main Group. Adjusted north 1.55° in 2009. 
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was deposited upon the Floor 1. The ceramics included Late Classic diagnostics mixed with a 
few Postclassic sherds. Level 2 and 3 included Paxcamán Red sherds mixed with an abundance  
of Tinaja Red of the Late to Terminal Classic period, suggesting that Str. T92 was occupied until 
the Postclassic period without modification to the building. The Postclassic ceramic assemblage  
included no ceremonial censer fragments.  
It is possible that Group 27A was occupied for domestic use by the Postclassic 
inhabitants without any modification to earlier structures. It is also possible that the Postclassic 
sherds recovered from the west of Str. T92 were due to the location, adjacent to the Postclassic 
Ceremonial Group 23A to the west. Thus, the western side of Group 27A may have been used as 
a refuse dump.  
7-5-1.2 Sounding #9 (S9) 
A 50 x 50 cm sounding excavation (S9) was placed in the northwest Group 27A, to the 
south of the southeast corner of the Central Acropolis by Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009 
(Figure 7-17) (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2010). The sounding was excavated to examine a possible 
Postclassic household mound appeared on the map. The excavation revealed that the mound was 
created due to the activity of small animals. The artifacts recovered included unslipped 
Postclassic sherds mixed with Late to Terminal Classic diagnostic sherds. No architectural 
construction was identified in the mound. It is noteworthy, however, that the soil included 
Postclassic sherds, suggesting Postclassic activities in this area. 
7-5-2 Group 27B 
The newly identified structure group, Group 27B, is located directly south of Group 27A 
(Figure 7-17). Group 27B appears to consist of at least five structures extending east to west. It is 
92 m long (east to west) and 25 m wide (north to south). On the eastern side of the group, there 
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Figure 7-20: Plan map of test pit (1869-1787) at Str. T1114. 
appear to be two or three structures facing towards the central plaza of Group 27B, while the 
western side consists of an L-shape structure and a small platform to the north. Since the axis of 
Group 27B is not parallel to Group 27A, Group 27B may have been a discrete structure group. 
Nevertheless, Group 27B rests on the same platform as Group 27A. To the west and south, the 
platform falls 1 m from the rest of the massive platform. The structure standing in the center of 
the group is the tallest in this group; 3 m in height from the platform in the north and 4 m in 
height from the platform in the south. No excavation was conducted in Group 27B or the area 
between Group 27A and 27B. 
7-5-2.1 Structure T1114  
We identified a low platform-like construction to the west of the L-shaped structure in 
Group 27B. The platform (Str. T1114) appears to be an 18 x 15 m rectangular structure (Figure 
7-17). This platform is raised about 
0.5 m to the east and supports some 
buildings. A 3 x 3 m test pit was 
placed on the western edge of Str. 
T1114, to examine Postclassic 
occupation in this vicinity. 
Additionally, this area was selected 
for excavation because Str. T1114 is 
also located 30 m east of the 
Postclassic domestic structure, Str. 
T52 in Group 23C (Chapter 9C). 
The excavation extended to the base 
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Figure 7-21: Fragment of pedestal base of Tinaja Red from Str. T1114. 
of Level 2, a depth of 0.2 m. The matrix included humus organic dark soil with small pebbles, 
perhaps a collapse, towards the west in the test pit, which is the outside of construction edge. At 
the base of Level 2, several stone alignments appeared in the eastern area running from north to 
south, which possibly comprised the top of platform/building (Figure 7-20).   
7-5-2.2 Artifact Distribution of Structure T1114 
Excavations revealed a medium-sized concentration of artifacts along the western 
platform edge from both inside and outside, presumably refuse from activities taking place on 
the platform. Postclassic Mumul Composite censer fragments were concentrated in the northeast 
corner of the 3 x 3 m unit. These censer fragments were scattered at the bottom of Level 2, 
suggesting that some levels of ceremonial activity were carried out during the Postclassic period. 
A fragment of wood charcoal was collected near the Postclassic censer fragment in the area 
outside of the platform edge. The charcoal sample (AA99322) was submitted for AMS 
radiocarbon analysis at the University of Arizona and yielded a Conventional Age of 219 ±44 
BP, calibrated to 1725-1815 CE (95.4% probability) (see Table 9B-2). The carbon date places 
the base of Level 2 in this unit and the accompanied censer fragments within the Colonial period. 
The carbon date may have been pushed later since a burned tree root was found at the center of 
the 3 x 3 m unit. Nevertheless, it is 
also possible that the Postclassic 
censers were utilized by the local 
people long after the conquest.  
A fragment of a red-slipped 
pedestal base of a Late Classic 
period vessel (Tinaja Red type) 
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Figure 7-22: Fragment of barkbeater from 
Str. T1114. 
was collected near the Mumul composite censer in the northeastern unit (Figure 7-21). The 
vessel form may have been a round sided bowl with a pedestal base. The diameter of the pedestal 
base is 10 cm (about 20% of the basal rim remains). Although the surface slip has been eroded, 
the red slip covered the interior of the pedestal base and the back side of the base. It appears to 
have had white/cream underslip. The paste color is dark red to reddish brown (10R 3/4), and the 
temper includes some volcanic ash and coarse calcite inclusions. The bottom of the vessel has 
fire clouds, suggesting deposition of carbon in the vessel or that the vessel was used as an 
incense burner. The vessel is very thin; with a wall thickness of 3 mm, while the bottom is 5 
mm-thick. The pedestal base is rare for Tinaja Red. A similar Tinaja Red with a pedestal based 
vessel was recovered from the Burial T53-1 (see Chapter 9C). This pedestal vessel may suggest 
that the Petén Gloss wares of the Late to Terminal Classic period may have continued to be 
produced and utilized during the Postclassic to Colonial period. To the south of the pedestal 
base, a large fragment of an Augustine Red handled-bowl was recovered. It is a wide open bowl 
with strap handles. The rim is bolstered and 34 cm in diameter (32% remains). The handle is 
horizontal and attached to the wall 6 cm below the rim.   
At the southwest corner of the unit, a high density 
of Preclassic sherds and a fragment of a bark beater 
appeared, clearly suggesting an extension of the 
occupation history to the Preclassic Period. Another 
fragment of a bark beater was recovered from the center 
unit. The bark beater is composed of limestone, grooved 
around one side, and has 7 incised striations remaining on 
one side (Figure 7-22). Compared to previous excavations 
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by the University of Pennsylvania that collected only 4 or 5 fragments of bark beaters from all of 
Tayasal (Chase 1983:1317-1318), finding two fragments from Str. T1114 appears to be very 
unusual. Typically, ground stones were used for a long time, and, therefore, were not often 
discarded and replaced. A fragment of deer antler was recovered from the southern unit, outside 
of the platform edge. The antler is about 5 cm in length, and the surface appears to have been 
worn out by its use as a manufacturing tool. From the same unit, a fragment of Tohil Plumbate 
pottery was found. The surface color and decoration, as well as the paste color, resemble the one 
from Str. T97 in Group 23B. The surface color is grey to olive green exterior and darker olive 
green interior. The exterior has vertical incised or fluted decoration. The paste is yellowish 
brown in color and has a compact and fine in texture. One obsidian projectile point was collected 
from the northern unit, outside of the edge. It is a side-notched form and modified from a broken 
prismatic blade. The tip and right side of the point are broken. 
7-5-2.3 Summary of Structure T1114 
 Structure T1114 was an auxiliary platform attached to the western arm of Group 27B. On 
this low raised platform, diverse ceremonial activities were conducted during the Postclassic 
period and possibly through the Contact/Colonial period. Refuse materials were discarded on the 
western side of the structure. Two fragments of bark beater recovered from the collapse fill 
(Level 2) suggest that Group 27B was a paper workshop and a specialized group inhabited in this 
vicinity. A Plumbate sherd recovered from the platform indicates that inhabitants had access to 
rare, imported ceramics. It is likely that the Postclassic inhabitants occupied the main structures 
in Group 27B to the east, reoccupying the earlier constructions. 
7-6 Group 32 
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 Group 32 is located in the southeast corner of the massive platform and directly south of 
Group 27B (Figure 7-23). Although the University of Pennsylvania never precisely located 
Group 32 on the Tayasal map (Chase 1983:576), it is located approximately 28 m south of Group 
27B. The Group 32 platform is raised about 2 m from the massive platform, and the southern 
side of Group 32 touches the edge of the massive platform dropping down steeply. The group 
consists of at least two small structures resting on “an irregularly shaped platform” (Chase 
1983:576). The earlier map noted two structures (Strs. T119 and T120) on this platform, but the 
recent map by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal shows a rectangular structure (Str. T1112) on 
the western side of the platform as well. The mound on the west is about 60 cm higher than the 
surface of the platform, though it is unknown if the mound is due to back dirt from earlier 
excavations of the platform. The University of Pennsylvania excavated Str. T119 on the east, Str. 
T120 on the north, and 15 m north of Str. T120 which is located in between Group 27B and 
Group 32 (Chase 1983:576-609).  
7-6-1 Structure T119 
 Structure T119 is a rectangular building facing west with a frontal terrace (Figure 7-23). 
The University of Pennsylvania placed an axial trench (east-west) and a side trench to the north 
of the axial trench (Chase 1983:579). Structure T119 was dated to at least the late Early Classic 
through the Early Postclassic period (Chase 1983:590). The latest construction episode (Str. 
T119-1st) contained Augustine Red sherds, numerous obsidian implements, and a mano 
fragment, suggesting that Str. T119 had “some sort of preparatory or technological activities” 
during the Early Postclassic period (Chase 1983:590).  
7-6-2 Structure T120 
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Figure 7-23: Map Group 32 with location of test pit. 
 Structure T120 is approximately 15 x 5.2 m and located at the northern edge of Group 32 
(Figure 7-23). The University of Pennsylvania excavated a 1.2 m-wide north-south axial trench 
and a 1 m-wide western trench (Chase 1983:596). The excavation revealed that the structure was 
constructed during the Late Classic period along with a later expansion of a northern platform 
(Chase 1983:604). A nearly completed vessel was deposited 20 cm below the surface (Chase 
1983:599-601). The vessel was Tohil Plumbate Ware (“Malacatan Modeled: Malacatan Variety” 
in Chase 1983b) in the form of long-neck jar. The vessel was incised and appeared to represent a 
bird effigy (Chase 1983:600). Chase (1983:600, 604) is not certain whether this cache vessel was 
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Figure 7-24: South Profile of 1x2 m Test Pit (1787-1844) at Str. T119. 
intrusive due to the chronology of Tohil Plumbate in the Early Postclassic period. Additionally, 
Chase (1983:604) noted the paucity of Terminal Classic sherds in Str. T120. Although recovered 
ceramics indicated the occupation of Str. 
T120 during the Late Classic period, 
Chase (1983:604) postulated that “Str. 
T120 served some sort of special 
function during the Terminal Classic.”   
 A 1 x 1 m test pit (Excavation 
17D) was placed 3 m south of Str. T120 
by the University of Pennsylvania 
(Chase 1983:596-597). This test pit was 
excavated to a depth of 55 cm where 
they found a plaster floor (U.7) (Chase 
1983:596). This top layer included the 
humus and collapse layer, which 
contained a mix of Late Classic (Hobo) 
and Preclassic (Kax) sherds (Chase 
1983:603). 
7-6-2.1 1 x 2 m Test Pit (1787-1844) 
We excavated a 1 x 2 m test pit at 
the center of Group 32 platform, a meter 
west of Str. T119, by Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal in 2010. This test 
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Figure 7-25: Intrusive Feature T119-2 at Str. T119. 
pit (Figure 7-23) was excavated to complement 
construction history of the massive platform, 
which had been collected from Groups 27A and 
27B to the north. This test pit started as a 1 x 2 m 
east-west excavation but was reduced to 1 x 1 m 
after a depth of 3.18 m below the surface due to 
concerns about security, where we encountered a 
plaster floor (Floor 8). The excavation reached the 
bedrock at a depth of 7.04 m below the surface of 
the platform (Figure 7-24). It revealed a series of 
fourteen different plaster floors and construction 
fills, as well as a burial (Burial T119-1) (Pugh and 
Sánchez P. 2011). 
 A dark colored layer of clay rested upon the bedrock in the test pit (Level 40). Two fill 
layers (Levels 38 and 39) rested upon the dark clay layer. These layers indicate they are of the 
Mamom phase. The oldest floor (Floor 14) rested at a depth of 6.84 m below surface. The floor 
is 5 cm thick and was dated to the Mamom phase. Another floor (Floor 13) of the Mamom phase 
was encountered in Level 35, 20 cm above the oldest floor. The Chicanel diagnostic ceramics 
appeared in Level 30 at a depth of 4.98 m below surface. This construction fill layer included 
deteriorated floor pieces (Floor 11). The Chicanel phase material continued to Level 4 at a depth 
of 36 cm below surface. Namely, the Group 32 platform contained 4.67 m-thick of Chicanel 
phase occupation. Within the Chicanel phase, nine discrete floors (Floors 3-11) were constructed 
on top of the platform. 
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 Floor 8 (Level 22) rested 3.18 m below the surface of the western portion of the test pit, 
where the pit was reduced to 1 x 1 m. A fill consisting of small to medium stones was deposited 
upon Floor 8. An intrusive construction feature (Feature T119-2) was encountered on the eastern 
side of the 1 x 2 m test pit (Figure 7-25). Feature T119-2 cut into Levels 15-19, 115 cm in depth 
and 90 cm in width. It appears to be a demolished construction intruding into the platform. Six 
courses of large stones were set at the western edge of this feature, indicating a wall construction. 
Feature T119-2 contained no artifacts, only teired layers of earth in tones of white, orange, 
yellow, and dark grey within the feature. The dark grey earth is possibly burned ash, though no 
carbon was collected in this layer.  
 Feature T119-2 and the adjacent area were capped by a plaster floor (Floor 5) and the 
floor fill. A thin fill layer rested across the 1 x 2 m test pit upon which the bottom of Burial 
T119-1 sits. The burial intruded into Floor 3 (Level 6) which was dated to the Early Classic 
period (details below) (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2011). Floor 3 is the latest existing floor of the 
Group 32 platform, which rested 53 cm below the surface. This floor should correspond to the 
plaster floor (U. 7) which the University of Pennsylvania encountered during excavation 17D. 
Floors 1 and 2 appear to have been disturbed by tree roots within the Late to Terminal Classic 
collapse fill (Level 3). Excavation 17D uncovered a later plaster floor (U. 5) 30 cm above U.7 
(Floor 3) (Chase 1983:597). This suggests that either Floor 1 or 2 in this test pit likely 
corresponds to floor U.5 in the north. The humus layers of Levels 1 and 2 contained Pozo 
Unslipped sherds of the Postclassic period. Although the humus layers may have been disturbed 
by the previous excavation at Str. T119, one meter east of the test pit, the presence of Postclassic 
sherds correlates to the Postclassic occupation of Str. T119.  
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Figure 7-26: Drawing of Burial T119-1, showing the locations of 
greenstone beads. 
7-6-3 Burial T119-1 
 Burial T119-1 intruded into Floor 3 in the form of cist with the partially vaulted ceiling. 
The burial is 140 x 40 cm in length and width with 112 cm in depth. The cist side walls were 
placed on the west and north sides. The bones were placed at the bottom of burial, 87 cm below 
the ceiling. The individual was in a tightly seated position and faced the southeast (125 degrees 
east of north) (Figure 7-26). The legs of the individual were crossed, and the upper body 
collapsed forward as the skull was deposited over the chest. Most of the bones were poorly 
preserved and consisted of crushed long bones and skull fragments. Although the bones have yet 
to be analyzed, the individual in Burial T119-1 was probably an adult male (Pugh and Sánchez P. 
2011:48). Based on the recovered ceramics, Burial T119-1 dates to the Early Classic Period. 
Four tiny greenstone beads were found around the chest area, suggesting that the individual wore 
a greenstone neckless (Pugh and Sánchez P. 2011:48). 
7-6-4 Summary of Group 32 
 The previous excavation of the 
Group 32 platform indicates that Str. T119 
was constructed during the Early Classic 
period while Str. T120 was constructed 
during the Late Classic period (Chase 
1983). The test pit (1787-1844) in the 
plaza of the platform revealed that during 
the Middle Preclassic period, the platform 
was about 7 m lower than its present 
surface. The platform was raised about 2 
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m up to Floor 11 during the Mamom phase, then raised 3.5 m further during the Late Preclassic 
period. Feature T119-2 remained from the Chicanel phase, though the form and purpose of this 
construction is unknown. Floor 5, the surface level of the massive platform in the Main Group, 
was elevated during the Chicanel phase. The Group 32 platform was constructed on the massive 
platform in the late Chicanel phase, probably accompanying the construction of Str. T119 on the 
east of the platform. The cist burial was placed in the plaza at the end of the Early Classic period. 
Structure T120 was constructed during the Late Classic period with the northern expansion of the 
Group 32 platform. The final modification in Group 32 was on Str. T120 during the late 
Terminal Classic period when the cache vessel of Tohil Plumbate was deposited on the top of the 
structure. The evidence of Postclassic occupation at Group 32 was minimal; only Str. T119 
appears to have been occupied for preparatory activities. Since no Paxcamán Red sherds were 
recovered from this platform, the Postclassic occupation may have been limited to the Early 
Postclassic period. 
7-7 Group 30 (Central Acropolis) 
Group 30, referred to as the Tayasal Central Acropolis, contains an elevated platform and 
a complex of buildings surrounding a courtyard at the top (Figure 7-27). The Central Acropolis 
almost forms a perfect square, measuring 75 x 73 m and is elevated at 10 m-high. It is oriented 
approximately due north, though the eastern side of the platform base is inclined 5 degrees to the 
east. The foundation at the northwest corner appears to be modified probably due to the 
construction of the Group 29B plaza. The main group’s central axis runs east-west over the 
Central Acropolis. The Carnegie Institute of Washington mapped the top of the Central 
Acropolis but did not conduct excavations (Chase 1983; Guthe 1921, 1922). The University of 
Pennsylvania also mapped the Central Acropolis, finding an eastern staircase to Group 26 
276 
 
Figure 7-27: Map of Group 30 (Central Acropolis) with the location of test pits. 
(Figure 7-27) (Chase 1983). The University of Pennsylvania map produced details of structures 
and the courtyard on the platform. The acropolis consists of at least seven structures (Strs. T82-
T87, T103), surrounding a sunken courtyard in the center. The Central Acropolis was later 
mapped by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal, adding a terraced platform at the southern 
foundation of the platform.  
Structure T103 is the tallest building on the acropolis, as well as the tallest within the 
Main Group. It is located on the western edge of the acropolis. Structure T103 faces a sunken 
central courtyard to the west. Structure T103 is about 36 m-long (north-south) and has a northern 
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and southern substructures. The University of Pennsylvania placed several trenches into the 
structure and excavated the top and the eastern stairway of the structure. The excavation revealed 
several construction phases with plaster floors (Chase 1983). The latest construction appears to 
have occurred during the Late Classic period (Pakoc or Tepeu 1). Like the other constructions in 
the Main Group, Str. T103 contained a large number of Chicanel sherds within the fills below the 
Late Classic floors (Chase 1983). According to Chase (1983:391), several Early Postclassic 
sherds were recovered from the top of the structure and around the eastern stairways in the 
humus layers. In addition, a side-notched projectile point was recovered in the topsoil at the 
eastern stairway (Chase 1983:391). The artifacts in the humus layer indicate a Postclassic 
occupation in the Central Acropolis, at least in the Early Postclassic period.  
7-7-1 Sounding #3 (S3) 
A 50 x 50 cm sounding excavation was placed 13 m southwest of the southwest corner of 
Central Acropolis (Figure 7-27). This sounding pit was intended to search for a limit to the 
Postclassic occupation around the Postclassic ceremonial core of Group 23 (approximately 25 m 
to the south). The excavation reached a fill layer composed of brown-gray earth with small 
stones. Unlike other sounding excavations, this pit reached a depth of 61 cm below surface. This 
excavation yielded relatively rich Postclassic Period materials (Pugh and Sánchez 2010), 
probably because of its proximity to the Postclassic ceremonial group. A total of 46 Postclassic 
sherds were recovered from a 0.25 m² area, which is a higher ratio relative to other sounding 
excavations. This suggests that Postclassic occupation extended to the Central Acropolis. 
7-7-2 3 x 3 m Test Pit (1977-1790) 
As sounding #3 yielded a high frequency of Postclassic ceramics, the newly discovered 
terraced platform at the southern foundation of the Central Acropolis was chosen to investigate a 
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Figure 7-28: Plan map of 3x3 m test pit (1977-1790). 
possible Postclassic occupation. The platform protruded from the base of the acropolis but was 
not constructed all the way to the southeast corner. This constructed feature is 51 m long, 5 to 7 
m wide, and is elevated 2 m from the base of the acropolis (Figure 7-27). Although it appears to 
be an additional construction on the acropolis, it is unknown if it occurred during the Postclassic 
period. A small excavation was conducted at the base of this extended construction feature to 
date the occupation of this terraced platform and to search for a refuse deposit from the 
Postclassic Period, 
A 3 x 3 m test unit (1977-1790) was placed 14 m to the east and 3 m to the north from the 
southwest corner of the Central Acropolis. The unit was laid out on the slope of the platform 
edge, about 1 m higher than the base level of the Main Group. The excavation reached the base 
of Level 2 (ballast fill), which included fist size cobbles, at 24 cm deep below the surface (Figure 
7-28). The presence of several tree 
stumps and roots suggests that the 
ballast fill may have been uplifted. 
Since the Central Acropolis itself is 
about 10 m tall, the collapsed earth 
and stones could have slid down 
farther away from the edge over 
the terraced platform. Therefore, 
the platform construction may have 
been further north. It is also 
possible that the base of the ballast 
fill continues further down due to 
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the same reason described above. 
The excavation at the terraced platform resulted in a low quantity of artifacts and no 
construction features. Greater numbers of artifacts were recovered from the southern units. The 
majority of ceramics (68% of total) recovered in the 3 x 3 m unit are Postclassic period types 
such as Paxcamán Red and Pozo Unslipped types. The Late Classic period ceramics such as 
Tinaja Red and Cambio Unslipped types represented 23% of the total number of sherds from the 
excavation at the acropolis. No Postclassic censer fragment was recovered. It is noteworthy that 
17 (7% of total sherds) possible Contact/Colonial period ceramics, Ixcamik Unslipped, were 
recovered in this excavation, concentrated at the northeast corner of the unit.  
As postulated, the protruding terrace at the southern base of Central Acropolis was 
occupied during the Postclassic period. Since more artifacts were recovered from the southern 
units, it is possible that these artifacts were refuse disposed from the top. The absence of 
Postclassic censer sherds in the excavation indicate that ceremonial activities were not conducted 
around this protruding terrace during the Postclassic period. Even though the excavation did not 
find the architectural feature of the terrace, ceramic assemblages suggest that it was occupied 
from the Late Classic period through Contact/Colonial period.  
7-8 Group 28 
 Group 28 is located to the west of the Postclassic ceremonial group, Group 23A (Figure 
7-29). Group 28 protrudes from the massive platform serving as a western edge. The west edge 
of Group 28 drops about 25 m into a dry cenote. To the north, the edge of the group descends 
from the massive platform. Group 28 is a narrow structure group located on a rectangular north-
south plaza, upon which supports at least four structures (Strs. T75-T77 and T109). At the 
northern end, Str. T75 faces the narrow plaza and Str. T109 which is located at the southern end. 
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Figure 7-29: Map of Group 28 with the location of test pits. 
Structures T76 and T77 are located on the western edge of the plaza. The western platform of 
Str. T99 delineates the eastern side of the Group 28 plaza. Chase (1983:481) suggested that an 
earlier constructions of Str. T99 may have been part of Group 28. 
 The University of Pennsylvania excavated Str. T109 in Group 28 (Chase 1983:481-485). 
Structure T109 faces north and has a stairway. The structure is not oriented perpendicular to the 
Group 28 plaza but rather, at 20 degrees to the northwest (Figure 7-29; Table 7-1). From the 
surface, it appears to have a raised platform on the southern side of the structure. However, 
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Figure 7-30: Profiles of Soundings at Group 30. 
Chase (1938:481) noted the northern stairway serving as its front side. The superstructure seems 
to be 20 x 8 m in size and 5 m in height.  
The excavation in Str. T109 suggested that it was likely constructed either during the late 
Early Classic or early Late Classic period (Chase 1983:484). A possible Postclassic construction 
was noted on the top of structure included Paxcamán Red sherds (Chase 1983:484). 
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 The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed 6 soundings in and around Group 28, to 
search for the Postclassic occupation around the Postclassic ceremonial core Group 23 (Pugh and 
Sánchez P. 2010). The locations for the sounding excavations were selected along modern tourist 
trails, where the surface of the ground was visible and clear of vegetation. The trails run from the 
southwest corner of the plaza to the north and turn east at the south of Str. T77 crossing over the 
platform of Str. T99C to the northeast corner of the plaza. The sounding excavations in Group 28 
included Sounding #6-8, and #11-13 (Figure 7-29). All but excavation Sounding #13 yielded the 
Postclassic sherds.   
7-8-1 Sounding #6 (S6) 
 The sounding pit #6 excavation was placed outside of the Group 28 plaza. It is located at 
the west of Group 28 and at the edge of the dried cenote to the west (Figure 7-29). A well-
preserved plaster floor (Floor 1) was encountered at a depth of 26 cm below surface (Figure 7-
30). Also, another plaster floor (Floor 2) was encountered 39 cm below surface. Since the edge 
of the cenote is about 2 m away, it appears strange to find floors there. It is possible that a 
structure existed at the edge of the platform, and the floors were part of the building. One Pozo 
Unslipped sherd was recovered from the humus layer. However, the majority of ceramics dated 
to the Late to Terminal Classic period.   
7-8-2 Sounding #7 (S7) 
 The sounding pit #7 is located to the south of Str. T77 at the edge of the Group 28 plaza 
(Figure 7-29). It was excavated to 34 cm through the humus layer and two different fill layers 
(Figure 7-30). No construction feature was encountered in this excavation. One Paxcamán Red 
sherd was found in the humus layer which contained other sherds from the Late to Terminal 
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Classic period (n=59). It is odd, however, that the lower fill layer (Level 3, 21-34cm below the 
surface) did not contain any artifacts. 
7-8-3 Sounding #8 (S8) 
 Sounding pit #8 is located to the east of Group 28, to the northwest of Str. T99 in Group 
23 (Figure 7-29). It appears that this area is still on the same platform as the one Group 23 rests 
and therefore, may be assigned to Group 23. The sounding reached the fill layer at a depth of 50 
cm below surface (Figure 7-30). This sounding excavation contained the most Postclassic sherds 
(n=189) among 24 sounding excavations. The humus layer contained 43 Paxcamán Red and 112 
Pozo Unslipped sherds. The next possible fill layer also contained large frequencies of the 
Postclassic sherds including Augustin Red (n=12) and Chilo Unslipped (n=8). No censer 
fragments were recovered from this sounding. The high concentration of Postclassic sherds to the 
northwest of Str. T99 suggests a possible domestic structure in this area, though no construction 
feature was encountered. 
7-8-4 Sounding #11 (S11) 
 Sounding pit #11 is located in the area between Str. T109 and the Str. T99C platform 
(Figure 7-29). The excavation reached a fill or collapse layer 53 cm below the surface (Figure 7-
30). The sounding excavation yielded Postclassic sherds including some fragments of effigy 
censers (Patojo Modeled). These censer fragments were possibly discarded from the platform of 
Str. T99C, which is attached to the open hall (Str. T99B) of the temple assemblage.  
7-8-5 Sounding #12 (S12) 
 Sounding pit #12 is located on the western edge of the Str. T99C platform (Figure 7-29) 
and reached a depth of 45 cm below surface (Figure 7-30).  There was a low concentration of 
artifacts in this sounding. The humus layer contained Augustine Red and Pozo Unslipped sherds. 
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The layer below the humus appeared to be a fill which was a tan-brown color. It was noted that 
this matrix resembled the Level 4 fill layer in the excavation of Str. T99B. 
7-8-6 Sounding #13 (S13) 
 Sounding pit #13 is located at the northwest corner of the Str. T99C platform (Figure 7-
29). It reached a fill layer 46 cm below surface (Figure 7-30). The fill layer below the humus and 
collapse layer was composed of light brown earth with small stones. This fill normally appears in 
Level 4 or 5, below the Postclassic occupation. It was surprising to see this fill in the upper 
layers, indicating that the soil may have been lifted by bioturbation or may be a collapse layer of 
the Str. T99C platform. No Postclassic sherds were encountered in this sounding. 
7-9 Group 33 
 Group 33 is located at the southwest corner of the Main Group. This group rests upon the 
massive platform, but it is lower than the latest platform level on which most of the groups rest. 
The group contains four structures (Strs. T113-T116) and “raised bedrock” (Chase 1983:610) 
arranged into a typical Late Classic Plaza patterns (Figure 7-31). The eastern side of the plaza 
rests upon a higher platform, 1 m above level of the western side. Structure T113 sits on the 
south facing Str. T116, which rests on the north. Structure T114 sits on the east facing to Str. 
T115 which rests on the west.  
 The University of Pennsylvania excavated Strs. T113 and T115, revealing that Group 33 
was constructed during the Early Classic period and occupied through the Late Classic period 
(Chase 1983:610-632). A burial (T14B-1) was found on the west of Str. T115, containing “a 
flexed, upright-seated individual placed in a circular cist” facing south (Chase 1983:625). The 
cist was enclosed by fist-size stones and capped with large stones (Chase 1983:625). The bones 
were well preserved compared to other burials in Tayasal (Chase 1983:626). Based on an 
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Figure 7-31: Map of Group 33 with the location of test pits. 
examination of the pelvis, the individual appeared to be an adult male (Chase 1983:626). 
Although no burial offerings were recovered, the burial pit was filled with earth, small stones, 
and many sherds dated to the Late Classic (Pakoc) period (Chase 1983:625-626). 
 Chase (1983:627) noted an alignment of stones on the surface of Str. T115, which 
appeared to have post-dated the latest construction of Str. T115. However, artifacts collected in 
the previous excavation included no sign of the Postclassic period in Group 33. If the stone 
alignment was placed after abandonment in the Late Classic period, it was no later than the 
Terminal Classic period. To verify that there was no Postclassic occupation in Group 33, the 
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Figure 7-32: A) East profile of Sounding #5. B) Plan map of 3 x3m test pit (1869-1649) at Group 33. 
Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal excavated a 50 x 50 cm sounding and a 3 x 3 m horizontal 
clearing in Str. T114 on the east of the plaza. 
7-9-1 Sounding #5 (S5) 
 The sounding pit #5 was placed to the south of Str. T113 on the southwest corner of 
Group 33 (Figure 7-31). It is located 20 m east of the triadic group (El Mirador, Str. T64). A 50 x 
50 cm sounding was placed on the modern tourist trail and reached a depth of 53 cm below the 
surface. A large stone rested on the southeast corner continuing below the humus layer (Figure 7-
32A). A fill layer of dark gray-brown soil with pebbles was deposited below the humus. Beneath 
the fill layer, we found another fill layer of gray-brown soil with limestone inclusions. There was 
a low concentration of artifacts in this sounding. Postclassic sherds were included in the humus 
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layer and the fill layer beneath it. These sherds were Augustine Red and Mumul Composite 
censers. The majority of ceramics were the Late to Terminal Classic period. 
7-9-2 Structure T114 
Structure T114 is a rectangular structure about 10 m long and 6 m wide. The raised 
bedrock is located to the southeast of Str. T114 (Figure 7-31). The eastern side of Group 33 is 
about 1 m higher than the western side. Structure T114 rests on the edge of the higher platform. 
A 3 x 3 m unit was placed at the northeast corner of the structure to find the cornerstone and 
discarded artifacts behind the structure. The humus was very thin (2-13 cm) and consisted of 
dark organic soil with abundant tree roots. The excavation revealed that this structure was 
constructed directly on bedrock, which was exposed at the base of Level 1. A possible stone 
alignment runs from the northeast corner to the center of the unit (Figure 7-32B). There was a 
low density of artifacts; only 26 ceramic sherds were recovered from this excavation. The 
majority of ceramic sherds were Tinaja Red (n=8) and Cambio Unslipped (n=16) of Late to 
Terminal Classic period. Like the previous excavation, no Postclassic material was recovered 
from this area. It is unknown why this area was not occupied during the Postclassic period, 
despite the proximity to the Postclassic ceremonial core. The domestic area of Group 23C is 
about 40 m to east. Nevertheless, it was worthwhile to find the distribution of Postclassic 
occupation in the Main Group.  
7-10 Main Group Summary 
Some vertical excavations by Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal into the massive platform 
revealed that it was constructed and constantly upraised during the Preclassic period. The 
homologous plaza groups on the axis of east-west in the north of Main Group were believed to 
have been arranged in chronological order, with earlier constructions in the west and later 
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constructions to the east (Chase 1983). Small excavations by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal 
and previous excavations in the plaza groups identified Postclassic occupation after the Late to 
Terminal Classic occupation. In Group 25A, a shrine, Str. T123 was constructed in the center of 
the plaza. During the Postclassic period, a Late Classic Stela 1 was reset inside the structure. The 
fragment of a large effigy censer recovered from Str. T123 indicates ceremonial activities during 
the Late Postclassic period. Sounding excavations placed in Groups 25B and 25C uncovered 
Postclassic diagnostic sherds from both plaza groups. Although no additional construction during 
the Postclassic period was identified, the Postclassic reoccupation of the ancient plaza groups 
was evident in Groups 25B and 25C. 
The so-called Plaza Plan 2 in Group 26 was excavated by the University of Pennsylvania 
and found a furnished tomb in Str. T118, which rests on the east side of the plaza. The Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal excavated several soundings in and around the plaza and yielded the 
Postclassic sherds in a low quantity. The low frequencies of Postclassic sherds on the humus 
layer suggest Postclassic occupation in Group 26.  
The tallest raised complex platform, the Central Acropolis, is located to the west on the 
same axis. The previous excavation by the University of Pennsylvania found the Postclassic 
sherds and domestic materials at the tallest building, Str. T103. Our small excavation in the 
extended platform at the southern side of the acropolis yielded Postclassic and possible Contact 
period materials. It is possible that these Postclassic sherds were discarded from the top of 
acropolis. 
The raised plaza group to the southeast, Group 27A was a Late Classic complex. 
Structure T110 was excavated by the University of Pennsylvania and contained the most 
furnished tomb in Tayasal. From our test pit and sounding excavations in Group 27A, all 
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recovered Postclassic diagnostic ceramics in a low quantity. The Postclassic presence in the Late 
Classic raised platform appears to be a reoccupation by the Postclassic inhabitants without 
modifying earlier structures. 
The newly mapped Group 27B was excavated in the western edge, to the east of the 
Postclassic domestic group (Group 23C). This area contained a variety of artifacts including 
fragments of the Postclassic censers. The charcoal sample near the Postclassic censer was dated 
with AMS radiocarbon analysis given the dates 1725-1815 CE. The carbon dates suggest that 
this area was occupied long after the Postclassic period, persisting the Postclassic ceremonial 
activities.  
The raised plaza group at the southern edge of the elevated platform, Group 32 was 
previously excavated by the University of Pennsylvania which found the presence of Postclassic 
occupation. Our vertical excavation to bedrock resulted in the deepest test pit (7.05 m below 
surface) in the massive platform and found a seated burial probably dated to the Early Classic 
period. 
To the west of the Postclassic ceremonial core, Group 28 was a plaza group on the 
western edge of the massive platform of the Main Group. Previous excavation by the University 
of Pennsylvania at Str. T109 on the south of group found the Postclassic materials on the top of 
the Late Classic construction. Our several sounding excavations in this group yielded the 
Postclassic occupation scattered across the plaza. The highest density of Postclassic sherds came 
from the northeast of Str. T99B, the open hall of the temple assemblage in Group 23A. 
On the southwest end of the massive platform rests the Late Classic plaza Group 33. 
Previous excavation in two structures at this plaza found no evidence for Postclassic occupation. 
Our excavation in this group verified the absence of the Postclassic occupation in Group 33. It 
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was very unusual not to find a single Postclassic sherd on the surface in this area. This indicates 
that the reoccupation of earlier construction did not occur everywhere in the Main Group at 
Tayasal; rather, some sort of boundary existed in the Postclassic period. 
During the Late Preclassic period, the Main Group was elevated as much as 4.67 m in 
Group 32 on the southern edge of the platform. At Group 32, the plaza surface was raised 
burying the old floors at least nine times. The E-Group platform in Group 23A might have been 
constructed during this time. The Late Preclassic occupation spread out the Main Group 
constructing plaza groups. The east-west axis of the plaza groups in the north, Groups 24-26, 29-
30, appeared to have also constructed during the Late Preclassic period.  
Like other areas in Tayasal, the Early Classic occupation is scarce. Burial T119-1 in 
Group 32 and Burial T12B-1 in Str. T110 in Group 27A appear to date during the Early Classic 
period, based on the ceramics recovered in the cist/tomb. Burial T12B-2 was the most furnished 
tomb in the excavated burials at Tayasal.  
In the Late Classic period, the Main Group experienced a major transformation in a new 
area, Group 33, and upon the existed Preclassic constructions. The northern plaza groups were 
modified into the form of Plaza Plan 2 and burials were placed in the eastern structures (e.g., 
Burial T108-1 in Str. T108 at Group 25C, Burial T16B-1 in Str. T118 at Group 26). Carved stone 
monuments were erected in Group 25A and Group 23A.  
The reconstruction of the Main Group continued into the Terminal Classic period with 
some modifications of the plaza groups. However, sometime during the Terminal Classic period, 
the construction in the Main Group at Tayasal ceased. The occupation continued to the Early 
Postclassic period without modification of buildings, except Group 33 on the southwest corner of 
the Main Group. Group 33 was not occupied after the Terminal Classic period. 
291 
 
In the Late Postclassic period, the Main Group appears to have been occupied by a new 
population. They reoccupied the abandoned structures of the Main Group and constructed a 
shrine in the plaza of Group 25A and Group 23A. The Late Classic stone monuments were reset 
into different locations, and ceremonial activities were conducted using censers. New shrines 
were constructed and incorporated into earlier constructions in the ancient landscapes. Ancient 
monuments were incorporated into these new ceremonial activities. The continuity of the Late 
Postclassic culture appears to have extended after the European Contact. Ceramics and carbon 
dates indicated an occupation during the Contact and possibly the Colonial period.  
The social group inhabiting these structures during the Terminal Classic to the Early 
Postclassic period seems different from the one that inhabited the structures from the Late 
Postclassic to the Contact period. Corresponding to migration myths, the former group may have 
been the migrants from Chich'en Itza and the local population; while the latter may have been the 







Figure 9B-1: Map of Group 23B 
Chapter 9B 
Excavations in Group 23B: Residential Group 
9B-1 Introduction 
Group 23B is located to the south of a Postclassic ceremonial group, and likely rests upon 
the same platform as this assemblage (Figure 9A-1 from Group 23A). The group contains two 
distinct structures, Structures T1106 and T97, and Structure T1113 to the south (Figure 9B-1). 
The site plan composed by the University of Pennsylvania in 1971 and 1977 depicts a 
rectangular structure in this location, designated as Str. T97. A new survey by the Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009 
revealed that two structures in this 
area. The two structures are 
oriented 12 degrees east of North 
and together cover an area of 10 
m long (north-south) by 
approximately 7 m wide (east-
west). The orientation of 12 
degrees east of north corresponds 
with the Postclassic ceremonial 
group to the northeast, indicating 
that  this group was tied into the 
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larger community (Table 9B-1). The two structures seemed to face one another. On the north 
side of the group is Structure T1106, facing south and to the south is Structure T97 facing north. 
These two structures were constructed in C-shape forms and were nearly symmetrical. While the 
building forms are typical for the Postclassic period, their layout is unusual and has not been 
previously reported in the Petén lakes region. We excavated Group 23B to investigate Postclassic 
domestic activities and building forms. A 12 x 12 m² excavation area was completely cleared to 
expose both structures horizontally to reveal artifact distributions. In addition, deeper test pits 
searched for the group’s construction history, though none were excavated to bedrock. 
Table 9B-1: Orientation table for Group 23B. Adjusted north 1.55° in 2009. 
Group 23B 23B 23B 
Structure T97 T1106 T1113 
Orientation 
(East of North) 
12° 12° 69.55° 
 
A modern hiking and cycling trail runs through the southeast portion of Group 23B 
disturbing another Postclassic building, Structure T1113. This structure is a typical Postclassic 
domestic construction with a retaining wall and a frontal terrace to the south. Since this structure 
had been severely damaged by the trail, it was not investigated. However, the area between Str. 
T97 and Str. T1113 (southeast of Str. T97 and northwest of Str. T1113) was excavated to discern 
a boundary between the buildings and to observe artifact distributions. 
9B-2 Architectural Composition 
9B-2-1 Structure T1106 
 Structure T1106 was mapped by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009.  It rests on 
the northern side of Group 23B and to the south of Structure T98, which is situated on the 
372 
 
Figure 9B-2: Plan Map of Strs. T97 and T1106. 
southern side of the Postclassic ceremonial group (Group 23A). From the surface, it was 
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assumed to be an L-shaped structure with only an eastern arm but clearing a humus layer (Level 
1) and a collapse layer (Level 2) revealed a C-shape structure, facing and extending its arms to 
the south.  
The eastern arm is a double row of limestone rubble running north-south (Figure 9B-2). It 
is composed of two tiers, with the wall standing on the top of the first tier of the arm. It is 
approximately 3.6 m long and 1.5 m wide. On the west edge, the upper wall is missing on the 
southern end due to tree and root disturbance. The eastern upper wall appears to be missing as 
well. The lower walls (retaining walls) are primarily formed with medium to large limestone 
rubble, especially large at the southern end. This retaining wall connects to the northern wall at 
the northeast corner of Str. T1106. The northern wall also consists of two tiers with a double row 
of medium sized limestone rubble. The upper northern wall ends at the northwest corner of the 
structure connecting to the western wall at the northwest corner of Str. T1106. The western arm 
of the structure is a single course of large limestone rubble, which appears lower than the eastern 
arm. No upper wall of the western arm was recovered as well as the southern end of the western 
arm. Because of this, the length of the western arm is unknown. There is a stone alignment to the 
south of the western arm, which appears to be the southern end. Moreover, there is an 
aggregation of small cobblestones at this alignment. 
Structure T1106 has a bench that rests on the west side of the eastern arm and the south 
side of the northern wall, creating an L-shape or C-shape inside the structure. The front room 
extends 1 m to the south and 1 m to the west. The edge of the front room is demarcated by a 
single row of limestone rubble, except the southern end of the eastern arm of the room. There is a 
double row wall of limestone rubble at the southern end of front room along the eastern arm. 
Another double-row wall construction extends from the northern wall to the south in the front 
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room, towards the western end of structures. This wall is 1.7 m long and probably separates the 
center room and the western room. A raised square bench is constructed at the interior northeast 
corner, defined by limestone rubble at the edge. The surface of the bench may have once been 
covered by plaster, though we did not recover remains of the surface.  
It is unclear whether Str. T1106 was L-shaped or C-shaped. The southern alignment of 
the western arm almost corresponds to the southern end of the bench on the eastern arm. 
Likewise, it remains uncertain whether the front room turns to the south along the western arm. It 
appears that the aggregation at the southern end of the western arm is a low square platform seen 
in Postclassic domestic structures in Zacpetén (Pugh 2004:362). A square line of stone 
construction was encountered from the Postclassic site of Santa Rita Corozal, Belize (Chase 
1985). At Santa Rita Corozal, Diane Chase (1985:113-115) considered the square construction as 
an altar, which occurred within interior shrines with the association of censers, caches, and 
burials. At Group 23B, Tayasal, it is unknown whether the alignment was an altar or a part of 
Str. T1106 because the western edge of the alignment appears to extend to the south, while the 
eastern end continues to the northern wall. This is likely an additional construction episode. 
Nevertheless, the large rubble in the southern end of the western arm does not meet this smaller 
rubble in the western wall. The similarity in masonry square construction among Postclassic sites 
suggests that it is an architectural type.  
At the east side of the eastern arm, which is outside of Str. T1106, a bench-like auxiliary 
construction was exposed along the eastern arm. Both sides of cornerstones of this bench were 
missing, but this was probably a later addition after the construction of Str. T1106. Although this 
auxiliary construction was not filled with cobbles, it is likely that the bench was surfaced with a 
plaster surface.  
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The areas between each arm of both structures contain a single row alignment of three 
large stones along the walls in both sides. The purpose and association of these stones with the 
structures are unknown, but they line up with outer wall alignments. Because of this, it is 
possible that Str. T1106 and T97 are one structure standing on a platform. Another possibility is 
that the row of stones are the edge of a low platform on which Str. T1106 and T97 rest. The 
western area between two structures contained relatively a large number of artifacts as well as a 
variety of materials including several sheets of mica (details below). Large tree roots disturbed 
the southern portion of this area, and it is possible that bioturbation lifted artifacts to the upper 
layer. Since various artifacts were recovered from this area, the alignment of three large stones 
may be a part of a ceremonial “altar,” where domestic ceremonial practices took place. 
Alignments of three or more stones forming an altar have been encountered at Santa Rita 
Corozal, Belize (Chase 1985). The configuration of three stone “altar” is also noted for the 
Postclassic site of Mayapán (Proskouriakoff 1962; see also Chase 1985:114).  
The entire structure was exposed to the base of Level 2, the collapse layer. C-shaped 
structures with an internal benches are typical architectural plans of the Postclassic period (Rice 
1985). The double-row wall construction is assumed to have had a perishable wall on the top. 
Structures T97 and T1106 appear most like oratorios, ceremonial buildings that appear in both 
domestic and civic-ceremonial contexts. A fragment of charcoal collected from in this layer 
(Level 2) was determined to be modern by the University of Arizona AMS Laboratory. 
9B-2-1.1 Previous Construction of Str. T1106 
Test unit 1902-1722 was a 1 x 2 m excavation placed in the area midway between Str. 
T1106 and Str. T97, running north-south. The unit was extended in all directions (east 2 x 2 m; 
west 2 x 2 m, north 1 x 2 m, and south 1 x 3 m) (Figure 9B-3). The major purpose of this test 
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Figure 9B-3: Group 23B Test Pit locations. Unit 1902-1722 in yellow and extensions in light blue. 
excavation was to obtain good samples of Postclassic artifacts outside of the ceremonial group; 
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Figure 9B-4: West Profile of Test Unit 1902-1722. 
to investigate the relationship between Str. T1106 and Str. T97; and to probe the construction 
sequence of Group 23B. The excavation did not reach bedrock but encountered a burial (Burial 
T1106-1) that had penetrated a plaster floor (Level 5) in the center of the test unit (Figure 9B-4).  
Level 4 was the final level in the excavation of this group. Level 4 was composed of light 
brown soil with small stone inclusions. The exposed plaster floor of Level 5 (unexcavated) 
should be associated with the Terminal Classic occupation of Group 23B because the block-cut 
wall stones that are typical form during the Late and Terminal Classic period were resting upon 
the plaster floor. Also, most of the artifacts that were recovered from the top of the floor are 
diagnostic of Late Classic to Terminal Classic period. The orientation of the encountered wall 
approximately corresponds to the site grid, which follows the North. Therefore, the earlier 
construction contradicts the settlement pattern of Postclassic occupation, which aligns 12 degrees 
east of North. The plaster floor continues around the burial feature. To the north, the unit 
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Figure 9B-5: Plan map of Level 4 in Test Unit. 
extended into the edge of the front room of Str. T1106. This suggests that the floor and wall 
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construction of Level 5 predates Str. T1106. While the wall vanishes before touching the 
construction fill of Str. T1106, the plaster floor seems to continue into the structure fill (Level 4). 
The relation of the wall to later Structure T1106 and T97 is unclear as it is oriented at the 
perpendicular to the buildings (Figure 9B-5).  
The preservation of the plaster floor was better in the area near Str. T1106 than the area 
near the burial feature. The plaster floor continues to the outside of Group 23B to the east. At the 
eastern edge of horizontal excavation of Group 23B, the floor is disturbed by several pieces of 
medium-sized limestone rubble. A second burial may have rested underneath the rubble in the 
break of the floor, but we were unable to excavate this feature because of time constraints. The 
plaster floor was sunken towards the center of Group 23B to the west due to a likely natural 
depression. 
Clearing of the construction fill on the top of plaster floor revealed two medium size 
cobbles sit in line. These stones of a wall-like feature were encountered perpendicular to the 
block-cut wall stones on the plaster floor. The removal of these stones exposed a clear break into 
the floor in an oval shape (52 x 95 cm north-south) along the block-cut wall stones. The oval 
area in the floor was filled with dark and hard soil. This dark soil fill in the plaster floor was 
designated and excavated as Burial T1106-1, which tuned out to be a burial feature (see below). 
In association with the burial feature, two cobblestones appeared to have placed as a burial 
marker above burial. 
Construction fill, Level 3, rested upon the Late/Terminal Classic occupation. Level 3 was 
characterized by dark brown soil with a mixture of small cobbles. The artifacts in Level 3 are 
mixed with later Postclassic fills and materials. The most illuminating of the levels above Burial 
T1106-1 was the concentration of Late Postclassic censer fragments. An abundance of smashed 
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Figure 9B-6: Plan map of Burial T1106-1 in Group 23B. 
censer fragments concentrated in Level 2, 30 – 40 cm above the feature. This concentration 
obviously marked the feature beneath—we observed this pattern elsewhere in Group 23 and in 
the San Bernabé mission church (Pugh et al. 2016:56). These censers were partially 
reconstructible Postclassic modeled censers, including fragments of effigy censers.  The censer 
fragments were widely distributed across the test unit, even into Level 3. Also, a relatively 
greater amount of obsidian blade fragments were recovered within Level 2 of this group. The test 
pit excavation at Group 23B, revealed not only the burial feature, but also the burial markers 
placed upon.   
9B-2-1.2 Burial T1106-1 
Burial T1106-1, a burial contained the remains of one individual placed in a cut in the 
plaster floor of Group 1902-1722.  This feature 
was exposed after the removal of Level 4, 
revealing the plaster floor at the base of Level 4. 
The feature was located largely in the Unit 1901-
1722, extending into the northern unit (Unit 
1902-1722), along the wall construction at the 
west edge of the 1 x 2 m group.  The feature 
contained human remains deposited in a matrix 
of dark brown soil. The interment appears to be a 
primary intrusive burial deposited beneath the 
plaster floor (Figure 9B-6). 
The top of Burial T1106-1 is situated 
381 
 
about 94 cm b.d. and the bottom 143 cm b.d. The length of the intrusion into the plaster surface 
(Level 5) is 95 cm and width is 52 cm, but the internment is 65cm long and 52 cm wide. The 
interment rested in the southern portion of the feature, and the northern area was filled with large 
stones that may have once covered the burial cist. The human remains were relatively in good 
condition. The human remains were in a tightly seated position. The cranium was encountered 
beneath a stone in the southeast corner of the feature. After careful removal of the possible 
capstone, the cranium appeared right side-up, facing east. However, the original position of the 
flexed body appeared to be oriented facing north. The mandible was detached and underneath the 
cranium. Several vertebras were found beneath the cranium, but ribs were missing. The cranium 
was between the femurs, which connected with tarsals and phalanges to the northwest. Fibulae 
and tibiae were found beneath the femurs. Humeri were situated parallel to the femurs, and radii 
and ulnae were at some angle to them. The pelvis was situated at the bottom of the internment. 
The body deposition shows it collapsed forward with the torso over the arms and legs.  
A fragment of obsidian blade was recovered inside the pelvis, representing possibly a 
ritual for the dead. This pattern, a fragment of obsidian blade around the pelvis as a ritual object, 
has seen commonly in the Maya area, especially from the Late Classic Period (e.g., Pendergast 
1982). At Tayasal, the previous excavation by the University of Pennsylvania recorded that a 
single obsidian blade was found in the vicinity of the pelvis at Burial T27-1 from Str. T32 (Chase 
1982:755). This burial was dated to the Early Classic period based on the accompanying vessel. 
Burial T16B-1 at Str. T118 also included an obsidian blade in the offerings (Chase 1982:431). 
Chase (1982:755) notes the similarity of the presence of obsidian blade between the Early 
Classic burial (Bu.T27-1) and the Postclassic burials of Bu. T16B-1 and Str. T108.  
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Obsidian blades appear to have been used for the bloodletting rituals performed on the 
occasion of accession to the throne associated with supernatural powers (Haines et al. 2008; 
Schele and Miller 1986; Tozzer 1941). Rituals of blood offerings using stingray spines or 
obsidian lancets were believed among the Maya to be connected to the gods. Ethnographic 
accounts (Tozzer 1941) recorded that the bloodletting rituals were still performed during the 
post-Conquest period. (Chase 1991:91) suggests that the location of bloodletting tools such as 
stingray spines and/or obsidian blades in the pelvis is associated with the practice of penis 
perforation. At Santa Rita, Belize, stingray spines were recovered in the vicinity of the pelvis: 
one from the burial of the Early Classic Period, and the other from the burial of the Late 
Postclassic Period (D. Chase 1991:92). Chase goes on to suggest that the ritual bloodletting 
practices were associated with the ceremonies for the cycles of time such as for the unlucky days 
of the Wayeb' (Chase 1991).  
Burial T1106-1 contained the relatively well preserved human remains of a male aged 
between 35-39 (Miller 2012). Katherine Miller (2012) identified some calculus and abscesses on 
the teeth, suggesting that the individual had a soft diet. Osteophytes were also seen on the 5th 
lumbar and sacral vertebra, indicating aging or degeneration by certain behaviors. Based on the 
osteological analyses, the interment had a typical health problem at Tayasal due to a dietary 
imbalance characterized by a high carbohydrate and a low protein intake (Chase 2006; Evans 
1973). Previous research on the dentition of the people excavated from Tayasal shows a dietary 
imbalance during the Postclassic period (Chase 2006; Evans 1973). The probability of calculus 
formation increases after 650 CE (Evans designates as Middle Classic from 500- 650 CE), while 
the average amount of dental caries decrease from the Late Classic onward. The dietary 
imbalance, focusing on a soft diet increases the formation of calculus. Evans (1973:492) suggests 
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Figure 9B-7: Restored Mumul Composite censers from Burial T1106-1. 
that a high carbohydrate and a low protein caused by the food relying on cultivated plants rather 
than hunting animals and collecting snails. Despite the lakeside location, the diet of the 
population at Tayasal during the Postclassic Period may have been focused heavily on the 
cultivation of plants.  
A total of 310 fragments of censer sherds were collected above Burial T1106-1. It is 
likely that the association of scattered censer sherds above the burial was a part of the burial 
practice and was some sort of offering for a termination rite associated with the mortuary ritual. 
Because the censer fragments were distributed from Level 1 through Level 3 throughout the 1 x 
2 m group, it is unlikely that the earth included censer sherds was used for the fill in the 
abandoned building.  
Burials from the other Postclassic sites of Lamanai and Santa Rita Corozal, Belize also 
include smashed censer fragments (Pendergast 1981:44, 51; Chase 1982:260). At Lamanai, 
smashed vessels were strewn over the interment in the burials dated to the thirteenth to the early 
fifteenth century. Pendergast calls this burial practice from the Postclassic period as “smash-and-
scatter” (Pendergast 1992:59). Likewise, at Santa Rita, smashed vessels were interred with the 
individual into the burial. Diane Chase notes that most of the smashed vessels refit to other 
sherds from outside of the burial 
(Chase 1982:260). Like Pendergast 
at Lamanai, Chase considered this 
practice of smashing ceramics 
before the interring them into the 
burial as a burial pattern of Late 
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Postclassic period at Santa Rita Corozal.  
Smashed censers at Burial T1106-1 at Tayasal included simple hourglass composite 
censers (Mumul Composite) as well as effigy censers (Patojo Modeled) of the Middle to Late 
Postclassic Period (Cocahmut) (Figure 9B-7). Although the smashed censers at Burial T1106-1 
were not scattered directly over the individual like at Lamanai and Santa Rita Corozal, it is 
noteworthy that the pattern of smash-and-scattering of ceramic vessels associated with burials 
during the Postclassic Period appeared in Tayasal as well. 
9B-2-2 Structure T97 
 About 2 m south of Str. T1106 stands the second C-shape structure, Structure T97, which 
faces  Str. T1106 (Figure 9B-2). Like Str. T1106, the eastern arm has two tiers, approximately 
4.4 m long and 1.4 m wide. The double row of small limestone rubble runs north-south at the 
western edge of the eastern arm and connects to the southern wall at the southern end. The 
eastern row of the eastern arm consists of larger cobblestones like Str. T1106. The eastern arm of 
Str. T97 is almost symmetrical to that of Str. T1106. The southern wall is approximately 6.8 m 
long and also composed of two tiers with a double course of cobbles running east-west. The 
lower southern wall is formed of medium limestone rubble, which is smaller than that of the 
lower northern wall of Str. T1106. The upper southern wall appears to be a single course of small 
limestone rubble, unlike the northern upper wall of Str. T1106. Several large stones form the 
southwest corner of the structure where the western arm and the southern wall merge. The 
western wall is a double-row of medium limestone rubble, unlike that of Str. T1106. The western 
wall appears to have had the upper alignment on the basal wall stones, though they are missing 
mostly across the western wall. The western wall is about 3.6 m long; longer than the present 
western wall of Str. T1106 (2.5 m).  
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Structure T97 also has a front room (or bench) that rests along the eastern arm and 
southern wall, forming the L-shape inside the structure. The front room is demarcated by a single 
course of small cobbles filled with smaller gravels. The front room extends 1 m to the west and 1 
m to the north. At the southeast corner of the front room, the room expands to the northwest 
making the front room wider (2.15 m). This is probably due to tree disturbance. Unlike Str. 
T1106, there is no room partition inside the structure. Like Str. T1106, a surface plaster was not 
preserved on the bench/room construction. Artifacts are scarce inside Str. T97, indicating that it 
was kept clean. 
The clearing of the southern wall of Str. T97 revealed several medium to large stones 
rested outside of the corners (Figure 9B-2). This feature was also found at the northwest corner 
of Str. T1106. It seems likely that they were used to support the poles for the thatched roof at the 
four corners. Although this construction technique has not been reported from any Postclassic 
sites before, further excavation on domestic structures at the Itza region may demonstrate the Itza 
structure types. 
 This structure was only excavated through the base of Level 2, exposing the extant final 
architectural constructions, except the north of the eastern arm and the northern part of the room 
along the eastern arm.  The northern edge of the front room along the eastern arm was excavated 
through the plaster floor (Level 5).  Although the floor was exposed, no other construction was 
encountered. A carbon sample (AA99318) of charcoal from inside the room was dated with 
AMS analysis (University of Arizona) and yielded a Conventional Age of 712±37 BP, calibrated 
to 1244 to 1311 CE (95.4% probability) (Table 9B-2). Thus the carbon date suggests the 
occupation of Str. T97 during the Middle Postclassic period. 
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Table 9B-2: Radiocarbon results from Group 23B and Str. T1114 in Group 27B. 
Sample # Structure Material 14C age BP Calibrated (95.4% 
probability) 
AA99318 T97 charcoal 712 ± 37 1244-1311 CE 
AA99322 T1114 charcoal 219 ± 44 1725-1815 CE 
 
A large refuse deposit was found outside (west) of the western arm and behind (south) 
the southern wall, including a large number of animal bone fragments, figurines, and trumpet and 
scroll feet of Postclassic tripod vessels. The bone fragments were concentrated along the outside 
edge of the western wall. The refuse deposit at the outside of the western wall continues 3 m to 
the north along the edge of the group. Compared to Str. T1106, Str.T97 contained more domestic 
artifacts such as grinding tools and spindle whorls. 
9B-2-3 Structure T1113 
Structure T1113 was located 4 m south of Str. T97, oriented 69.55 degrees east of north 
(Figure 9B-1) (Table 9B-1). Although Str. T1113 rests in between two domestic groups, the 
orientation of the structure’s angle does not correspond to any structures in Group 23. It appears 
likely that this structure stands alone rather than being arranged in the groups. This structure is 
not included on the map by the University of Pennsylvania; thus it was designated as Structure 
T1113 by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009.  The main structure is approximately 3 m 
long and 1.5 m wide, facing to the southwest. This structure is a typical Postclassic domestic 
construction with a retaining wall and a frontal terrace to the south. Structure T1113 was 
constructed of large cobbles in a matrix of small cobbles. The southern terrace edge stands 5 m 
southwest of Structure T1113 and was constructed of the large cobbles. The terrace has a step or 
an apron, which is 0.4 m lower than the main structure. Some of the wall and terrace stones went 
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Figure 9B-8: Locations of Sounding #24 and units for Str. T1113. 
missing because the modern tourist trail runs over this structure and frontal terrace. The surface 
of the structure has also been severely damaged. Due to these conditions of the structure on the 
trail as well as the fact that the trail is used by local people daily, we decided not to excavate Str. 
T1113. However, the areas around the structure (the northern and southern sides of Str. T1113) 
were excavated in to find a boundary between the buildings and to observe artifact distributions. 
9B-2-4 Sounding #24 (S24) 
 Sounding #24 (1891.125-1722.624) was a 50 x 50 cm test unit placed approximately 2 m 
northeast from Str. T1113 (Figure 9B-8). This unit is located on the modern tourist trail; thus the 
surface has been disturbed. The humus layer (Level 1) was composed of a 10 cm-thick, dark 
gray-brown soil with a large quantity of ceramics (n=147). Of 147 sherds, 107 were the 
Postclassic sherds including 
Paxcamán Red (n=48) and Pozo 
Unslipped (n=34). Below the 
humus rested a fill layer (Level 2) 
which was composed of a dark 
gray brown soil with small 
limestones. The frequency of 
artifacts was lower (n=33) than 
the humus level, and no censer 
fragments like those over Burial 
T1106-1 were recovered from this 
test pit. It is noteworthy to 
mention that one possible 
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Figure 9B-9: Sounding#24 West profile. 
Topoxté Red ware was recovered in this fill layer. This is the only sample of Topoxté Red from 
Group 23B. To confirm that the ware was Topoxté Red, the petrographic analysis needs to be 
done for this sample.  
A plaster floor (Floor 1) was found at a depth of 
34 cm below the surface (Figure 9B-9). This floor rests 
higher in the level than the floor found at Str. T1106 
above the burial. In fact, this floor may correspond to 
Floor 1 that was found in the test pit in Group 23C, 44 m 
south of S24 (see Chapter 9C). It is likely that this floor 
was constructed during the Postclassic period. Floor 1 
was a slightly slopped north-south and had 4 to 5 cm 
thickness, resting upon a ballast fill of limestones (Level 
3). The ballast fill was composed of a ray brown soil with 
some small stones extended to the depth of 51 cm below 
the surface. A fragment of an unidentified figurine was recovered from this level including the 
Late/Terminal Classic sherds. 
9B-2-5 3 x 3 m Unit (1895-1720) 
 The north of Str. T1113 was excavated only to the humus level because no construction 
feature was identified at the base of this level (Level 1). This area was tested by a 3 x 3 m unit, 
located 1 m south of the southern wall of Str. T97 and 2 m north of the northwest corner of Str. 
T1113 (Figure 9B-8). Artifacts were concentrated in the southern 3 x 3 m units, which lie exactly 
in between two structures. Two to ten times more Paxcamán Red ceramic type sherds (n=72) 
were collected from the southwestern unit than any other units excavated. It is unknown if this 
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concentration was associated with either Str. T97 or T1113. There is a gradual increase from 
north to south; thus, it is unlikely that the concentration in the southern unit was a part of the 
refuse deposit of Str. T97. More obsidian prismatic blades were found from the center unit in the 
south (n=12), including one obsidian projectile point. The point is 1.6 cm, side-notched, and 
square-based. It appears to have been made from trimmed flake or blade and resharpened several 
times. 
9B-2-6 2 x 3 m Unit (1888-1721) 
 To the south of Str. T1113, a 3 x 3 m unit was laid out for the investigation to find a 
boundary to Group 23B to the southeast (Figure 9B-8). However, due to the presence of two 
large trees towards the southeast corner of the unit, only 5 of 1 x 1 m units in the north towards 
Str. T1113 were excavated within this block. Compared to the northern side of the structure, the 
southern side did not yield many artifacts. Level 1(the humus layer) contained a small number of 
ceramics from the Postclassic period, such as Paxcamán Red and Pozo Unslipped wares. No 
lithics were found.  
9B-2-7 Summary of Architectural Composition of Group 23B 
 Excavations in Group 23B revealed that this group was mostly occupied through the 
Postclassic period. The orientation of the group corresponds to the ceremonial group to the north, 
suggesting the strong correlation between this domestic group and the Postclassic ceremonial 
group. Furthermore, a test pit excavation to the south of Group 23B suggests that this area was 
substantially occupied during the Preclassic period as well. The Early Classic occupation is 
represented very low throughout Tayasal in general. Thus, excavations determined that 
Postclassic occupation of Group 23B were situated in areas with earlier construction and 
occupied for long intervals. 
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Structures T1106 and T97 are both C-shaped structures facing one another. Structure 
T1106 has an interior C- or L-shaped bench with room divisions, while Str. T97 has an interior 
L-shaped bench with no division in the room. Structure T1106 has an external bench along the 
east arm, suggesting that this was additional construction episode. Excavations revealed no traces 
of plaster floor on the benches of Strs. T1106 and T97, and that exterior walls were constructed 
in two tiers, presumably supporting perishable walls and a thatched roof. 
The configuration of two structures facing each other appears to be rare in the Petén lakes 
region. It is possible that Strs. T1106 and T97 are one big structure standing on a platform, 
facing to the west. In that case, the three large stones laid on the western edge between two 
structures referred to as an “altar” above, could be a feature for the domestic shrine at the 
entrance of the house. The symmetrical aspect of the structure further suggests dualism of the 
Maya ideology.  
Structure T1113 located to the southeast of Group 23B appears a typical Postclassic 
structure with a frontal terrace facing to the southwest. It is uncertain to which domestic group in 
the vicinity Str. T1113 belongs. The orientation of Str. T1113 does not correspond to Strs. T1106 
and T97, as well as the ceremonial buildings to the north of Group 23B. It is likely that Str. 
T1113 stands alone in between two residential groups. 
The ceramic assemblage of Strs. T1106 and T97 diagnostic to the Late/Terminal Classic 
and Postclassic periods, suggesting that Group 23B was occupied contemporaneously. A burial 
in between Strs. T1106 and T97 appeared to have been constructed during the Postclassic period 
into the floor of the Terminal Classic period. The orientation of the Terminal Classic 
construction appeared to have been toward north, while that of the Postclassic period moved to 
12 degrees east of north.  
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A burial was accompanied with smashed censer fragments in a pattern like the “smash-
and-scatter” seen in the Postclassic centers in Belize. The smashed censers included a large 
number of effigy censer fragments, which are typical to the Late Postclassic period. Non effigy 
censers, such as composite types were also included in the “smash-and-scatter” assemblage. 
Similar burial practice has been identified from Str. T100 in the ceremonial group to the north 
and from Str. T53 in Group 23C to the southeast. The mortuary pattern of seated burials facing 
the north overlaid with censer fragments appears to be an Itza burial practice, as this pattern has 
not been previously identified in this region.  
In summary, Group 23B demonstrates a residential and mortuary pattern of the Itza group 
at Tayasal, which has not been reported from the Kowoj region. The Itza at Tayasal appeared to 
have constructed their communal practices to differentiate themselves from the neighboring 
groups such as the Kowoj. In addition, the group incorporated their communal practices into the 
local past through the construction of residences and burials into the Late/Terminal Classic and 
Preclassic buildings.  
9B-3 Artifact Assemblages 
Artifact assemblages in Group 23B include civic-ceremonial refuse from the Postclassic 
period. The rooms appear to have been kept clean because few artifacts were found inside the 
structures. In Structure T1106, artifacts were concentrated in the north behind the northern wall, 
with the densest concentration behind the northeast corner of the structure. This appears to be a 
ceremonial refuse deposit. Contents include two obsidian projectile points, net weight, and large 
numbers of trumpet and scroll feet from Postclassic tripod vessels, as well as large numbers of 
Postclassic diagnostic ceramics sherds.  
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Smashed censer fragments were collected above the burial (Burial T1106-1) and its 
surrounding area. 13% of the total Postclassic censer fragments within Group 23B were 
concentrated in the 2 x 3m around the burial area, about 15 to 40cm below the surface (Level 1 
and 2). Another large refuse deposit was found at the “altar” stones at the western edge of the 
group. Various kinds of ceremonial artifacts, such as several fragments of mica sheets and a 
Postclassic figurine, were also found around the “altar” stones. In addition, another refuse 
deposit of civic-ceremonial items was identified to the west of this altar stones, outside of the 
western edge of the group. This refuse deposit continues to the southwest corner of Str. T97. The 
west of Str. T97 includes more animal bones than the other refuse deposit in the group. A large 
number of Paxcamán and Augustine Red ceramics were also collected from behind Str. T97 (to 
its south).  
9B-3-1 Ceramic Artifacts 
In total, 13,559 ceramic sherds were recovered from Group 23B. Of the 13,559, 10,037 
(74%) were Postclassic diagnostic sherds. The inclusion of ceramics in refuse deposits allows us 
to assess when the objects were discarded. The refuse deposit at the northeast corner of Str. 
T1106 included 86% of Postclassic diagnostic ceramics (598 sherds of total 695 sherds) (Figure 
9B-10). Since the majority of ceramic sherds were heavily weathered, the classification was 
made through the observation of paste. Within the Postclassic ceramics, 246 fragments (41% of 
total Postclassic ceramics) were Snail-inclusion paste wares, including Paxcamán Red. The 
inclusion of tripod vessel support was marked in this refuse deposit. There were seven tripod feet 
of Paxcamán Red (or Snail-inclusion paste group wares), comprising 6% of total ceramic 
supports from Group 23B. 
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Figure 9B-10: Ceramic Frequencies in Group 23B 
The refuse deposit behind the south wall of Str. T97 also included many ceramic sherds 
(n=1,645).  Like the northeast corner of Str. T1106, this refuse deposit contained mostly 
Postclassic diagnostic ceramics (94%). Snail-inclusion paste wares made up 39% of total 
Postclassic ceramics. The inclusion of many fragments of Postclassic tripod vessel feet is also 
notable (n=24). Like the sherds from Str. T1106, they were heavily weathered and only 
identifiable through the paste. Interestingly, Augustine Red type was more frequent in the refuse 
of Str. T97 than Str. T1106. While the refuse deposit in Str. T1106 contained 0.01% of 
Augustine Red, the refuse deposit in Str. T97 recovered 11% within the Postclassic ceramics. 
Overall, Paxcamán Red is more frequent than Augustine Red in Str. T97. The ratio of Augustine 
Red to Paxcamán Red for Str. T1106 is approximately 1:10, while the ratio for Str. T97 is 1:7. 
Augustine Red fragments were 
mostly recovered from the refuse 
deposit behind the southern wall of 
Str. T97. Paxcamán Red was more 
heavily concentrated in the refuse 
deposit to the west of west wall. 
For both Strs. T1106 and T97, 
there were not many artifacts 
recovered from inside the structure. 
The low concentration of ceramic 
sherds inside the structure suggests 
that the building was well cleaned 
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Figure 9B-11: Group 23B tripod feet. A) and B) Trumpet form, Snail-Inclusion 
ware from Str. T97, C) Turkish slipper form, Snail-Inclusion ware from Str. 
T97, and D) Effigy form, Vitzil Orange-Red ware from Str. T97 
until its abandonment. 
Artifact concentration to the west of “altar” in the area between western arms of Group 
23B included a large number of ceramics (Figure 9B-10). A total of 2680 ceramic sherds were 
recovered from this concentration. Postclassic diagnostic ceramics composed 82% of the 
ceramics in the concentration, and about half (56%) of Postclassic ceramics were snail-inclusion 
paste wares. A large number (n=43) of Postclassic tripod vessel feet was recovered—95% of 
them are of the Paxcamán Red type (Figure 9B-11). The concentration included fourteen scroll-
formed feet and one effigy foot. Since the ceramic assemblage in the concentration was 
comprised mainly of plates and jars of Paxcamán Red types, it is unknown if this concentration 
was a refuse deposit of civic-ceremonial practices around the “altar” stones. In other words, we 
should expect to see more remains of ceremonial censers if the stones were part of an “altar.” 
However, only 137 fragments of Postclassic censers (6% of total Postclassic ceramics) were 
recovered from this area.  
Censer fragments were concentrated in the center of the group, to the south of the eastern 
arm of Str. T1106 (Figure 9B-10). The concentration was extraordinary, and the burial feature 
was discovered below it. Several 
sherds were exposed underneath 
the room fill of buildings, 
indicating the deposit predates the 
construction of Strs. T1106 and 
T97. The recovered censers were 
mostly from the Patojo ceramic 
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group (details below). A total of 1862 ceramic sherds were recovered from this area from Level 
1 through Level 3 above the burial feature. Postclassic diagnostic ceramics comprise 78% 
(n=1450) of the total number of the ceramic concentration. Within the Postclassic ceramics, 93% 
(n=1344) were Postclassic censer fragments. Some of the censer fragments were reconstructible. 
The shape of reconstructed censers suggested that smashed censer fragments included Mumul 
composite types of Patojo ceramic group, which has an hourglass form with an applique of 
buttons and fillets (Figure 9B-7). The recovered censer sherds from the concentration included 
138 sherds that remained unclassified due to heavy erosion.  
It appears that the concentration of Postclassic censer fragments was intentional. Unlike 
the refuse deposits from behind structures described above, the assemblages of Postclassic 
ceramics include fewer domestic plates and jars of Paxcamán Red type. Thus, the deposit of the 
Postclassic censer sherds over the burial feature is likely a marker for the burial beneath. 
Although the burial did not contain offerings (except a fragment of obsidian blade), the 
Postclassic censers placed above the burial suggest that the occupants of Group 23B during the 
Postclassic period practiced this “smash-and-scatter” censer pattern (details below). 
9B-3-1.1 Rare ceramics 
A fragment of Tohil Plumbate pottery was retrieved from inside the front room to the 
southeast corner of the eastern arm of Str.T97. The fragment has a grey to olive green exterior 
and darker olive green interior color with vertical fluted decoration. Nineteen fine orange sherds 
were recovered from Group 23B. They were found in the refuse deposit behind Str. T97 and 
around the “altar” stones in between two buildings. Imitation types were also present in this 
group, with eighteen fragments of imitation Fine Orange wares collected. There was only one 
sherd of imitation Fine Orange wares that included mica particles in the paste. Imitations were 
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Figure 9B-12: Effigy censer fragments above the burial T1106-1 in Group 
23B. A) and B) face with punched eye pupil, C) a right leg wearing skirt. 
recovered from the refuse deposits (behind both structures and by the “altar”). All of the fine 
orange sherds including the imitations were heavily eroded. Thus, it was not possible to classify 
these into types. The eroded sherds are so thin that they are not fragments of big jar or olla. 
9B-3-1.2 Postclassic Censers 
 A fragment of a face from a human effigy censer was collected from the concentration of 
censer fragments above burial T1106-1 in Group 23B (Figure 9B-12A). The eye pupil was 
punched and the mouth was open with projected teeth. The lower eyelid was protruded, and the 
remains of stuccowere attached on surface. It appears that the nose and ears were perforated as 
well. These parts of modeled human effigy censers typically attached to the cylindrical censer 
vase forms (Rice 1987:185). The punched eye pupils are only reported from Belize, the east 
coast of Yucatán, and Petén (Milbrath et al. 2008:105; Smith 1971:212). Chen Mul Mapayan-
style effigy censers usually have painted pupils, rather than perforated ones. Hence, this fragment 
of an effigy censer face is like other Petén effigy censers from Zacpetén or Nixtun-Ch'ich', which 
are local types of Mayapán Chen Mul censers. 
Another fragment of effigy censers also came from the concentration of censers above 
the burial T11106-1. A ceramic 
fragment of the foot with an ankle 
was recovered at the northwest 
corner of Str. T97. It is 13 cm long, 
and 7 cm wide and the figure itself 
appears to have worn a long skirt 
covering the ankle (Figure 9B-
12C). It resembles the semi-
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Figure 9B-13: Postclassic figurine from Group 23B. 
reconstructed Patojo modeled effigy censer from Zacpetén (Rice and Cecil 2009: Figure12.3). As 
Rice and Cecil proposed, this leg may represent a female (probably the deity Ixchel). Two toes 
(the fourth and pinky) are missing, but there are no toenails and no footwear worn. 
Composite censers from Group 23B at Tayasal appear to have more button applique than 
spikes, unlike in the Macanché lakes region where spikes were more common (Rice 1987). There 
are several partially reconstructible censers from the concentration above the burial. A large 
number of fragments with characteristics typical to Patojo Ceramic Group pastes were classified 
into “unknown Patojo Ceramic Group.” This is because effigy censers also contain plain 
cylindrical vase forms fronted by modeled human figure. Modeled and composite censers are 
indistinguishable from a piece of undecorated sherd. 
A handled ladle censer fragment was found from the corner room of Str. T1106. The 
paste is the same for Patojo Ceramic Group, coarse and yellowish brown. Like Mumul 
Composite censers, other parts of ladle censers are indistinguishable from the type-variety 
system. They should also be included within the “unknown Patojo Ceramic Group” in the 
ceramic classification. Although only one fragment was recovered from Group 23B, it is 
noteworthy that the ladle censers 
were used at Tayasal. 
9B-3-1.3 Other Ceramic Artifacts 
A large fragment of a 
Postclassic mold-made ceramic 
female figurine was recovered from 
the northeast corner of this “altar” 
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area (Figure 9B-13). It is 11.6cm long, 5 cm wide, and varies between 0.5 and 2.0 cm in 
thickness. The paste of the ceramic has snail inclusion and looks yellow-gray. It is unknown if 
the figurine had slip or paint, as the surface is severely eroded. There is a perforation on the side, 
possibly all the way through to the other side. The back of figurine appears to have been added to 
form a hollow. The image is of a personage depicted on one side, laying hands on her stomach. It 
resembles figurines from Macanché (Rice 1987:203, Figure 68), Ixlú (Rice 2009: Figure 12.14), 
Topoxté (Hermes 2000: Figure 62), and Tipu (Graham 1991: Figure 15-2d,e). These figurines 
were common during the Late Postclassic period and may represent elite females or female 
engaged in ritual (Halperin 2012a). The figure is attired in a headdress, earplugs, a necklace or 
collar, bracelet, and possibly a skirt and a quechquemitl (triangle neck garment). It holds a 
circular object, likely a mirror. The facial expression is very similar to that of a figure found at 
Ixlú (Rice and Cecil 2009: Figure 12.14a), with protruding lips with teeth and possible fangs. 
The eyes are goggled (possibly Tlaloc), though the eye pupils are not punched like the one from 
Ixlú. Rice and Cecil (2009:292-296) note that about a dozen of such female figurines were 
recovered at Zacpetén. 
A small solid figurine was recovered from the refuse deposit next to the west wall of Str. 
T97. This zoomorphic figurine has the Vitzil Orange-red paste, commonly shared with 
Augustine Red vessels, and only the head and neck are present (Figure 9B-14A). Halperin (2013) 
notes that figurines of Vitzil Orange-red paste are uncommon in this region. The figurine is 3.6 
cm long including neck and head and 2.0 cm wide around the head. The neck is 2.5 cm long and 
0.8 to 1.3 cm wide. It is solid and crudely handmade. The head portion appears to have been 
added to the neck part before it was fully shaped. The eyes and mouth are carved and incised 
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Figure 9B-14: Ceramic artifacts from Group 23B. A) Zoomorphic figurine (deer?) from Str. T97; B) Figurine (God L or N?) 
from Str. T97; C) Spindle whorl from  Str. T97; D) Ceramic pestle from Str. T97. 
using a sharp tool. The left eyeball is missing. The ears are carved to be split, and the nostrils tilt 
upwards. It appears to be depicting a deer head.  
Two spindle whorls were recovered from Str. T97: one from the top of the southern wall, 
and the other from the front room. A fragment of ceramic pestle was also recovered near 
fragments of grater bowls and spindle whorls (Figure 9B-14D). The pestle is cylindrical, 
becoming increasingly conical towards the bottom where it grinds on the molcajete (grater 
bowl). The bottom has punctations, like a showerhead. The punctations are extended about 1 cm 
deep. The top of pestle is missing, but it is possible that it had had an effigy face such as the one 
from Punta Nima (Rice 1987: Figure 70). Several similar pestles have been recovered from 
Nojpeten (author’s observation). The paste is reddish yellow-brown with white speckles, 
characteristic of Patojo Ceramic Group.  
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Figure 9B-15: Lithic tools from Group 23B. A) Adze or lance from near 
"altar"; B) Green obsidian point from Str. T1106. 
A spindle whorl was discovered inside the unit containing the pestle and grater bowl 
sherds. It was collected in the center of the back bench inside the room. The spindle whorl is 
made of clay using a Petén Gloss Ware paste, commonly known as Tinaja Red ceramic type 
from the Late to Terminal Classic period (Figure 9B-14C). The form is conical and with incised 
decoration on the top. The diameter is 2.8 cm, and the center hole is 0.9 cm in diameter.  Another 
spindle whorl was found behind the southern wall in the center: it must have been discarded as 
trash. A fragment of a figurine head was recovered from the humus layer in the area to the 
southwest of southwest corner of Str. T97. This human head wears a headdress, its facial 
expression aged (Figure 14B). Based on these iconographic attributes, it is possibly an elderly 
deity (God L or N) (Halperin 2013). The paste of the figurine is Petén Gloss Ware which is 
tempered with ash, ferruginous and mica inclusion (Halperin 2013). This paste is common for 
Late to Terminal Classic period. A total of four ceramic net weights were recovered from refuse 
deposits of Str. T97. Two net weights were collected from the western side of the western arm. 
They represent a secondary use of Paxcamán Red type of Snail-inclusion Paste wares from the 
Postclassic period. The other two net weights were outside of southeast and southwest corner of 
the structure. 
9B-3-2 Lithic Artifacts 
9B-3-2.1 Chipped Stone Artifacts 
Stone artifacts discussed 
here include obsidian, cherts, and 
chalcedonies. A total 1,261 chipped 
stone artifacts were recovered from 
Group 23B. A variety of chipped 
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Figure 9B-16: Projectile points from Group 23B. A) Obsidian point from Str. T97, B)-E) Obsidian points from Str. T1106, F) 
Obisidan point from Str. T1113, G) and H) Chert points from Str. T1106. 
stone artifacts were recovered in the area around the stone “altars.” A 20 cm-long biface 
spearhead or adze was deposited just east of the stones. This chalcedony biface is slightly side-
notched, likely used for hafting (Figure 9B-15A). Also, relatively large numbers of obsidian 
prismatic blade fragments were found to the south and east of these stones.  
The relative abundance of obsidian tools and flakes at Group 23B (n=526) suggests that 
obsidian may have been easily obtainable at Tayasal. The obsidian blades are so thin that they 
are easily destroyed upon use. Nevertheless, obsidian blades were preferred in domestic activities 
to coarser chert and chalcedonies that were locally obtainable. Obsidian was obtained through 
long-distance trade mainly from Guatemala highlands, probably through exchange networks or 
merchants (Rice and Cecil 2009). A blade fragment of green obsidian was found from the earlier 
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construction of Str. T1106, on the plaster floor. Green obsidian is considered to come from 
Pachúca, Hidalgo, Mexico. Only four blade cores were found in this group, representing 0.7% of 
the 526 pieces. Of the total obsidian samples, there are 443 blades and 69 flakes/chips. One of 
the obsidian blades was found in the burial T1106-1, deposited in the pelvis area possibly as an 
offering (details in the burial feature section). 
A fragment of a leaf-shaped point was found on the top of the earlier construction of Str. 
T1106 (Figure 9B-15B). It is 5 cm-long and 2.2 cm wide and probably stemmed. This well-made 
biface point was manufactured from green obsidian, thought to be from Pachúca, Central 
Mexico. It was recovered in Level 4, associated with the earlier wall and floor construction 
underneath Str. T1106. The point was placed on the top of the wall stone, located at the northern 
end of the unit 1904-1722 (Figure 9B-6). Ceramics associated this level are from the 
Late/Terminal Classic period. The point also resembles biface points from Aguateca (Aoyama 
2005: Figure 3a-c). It is unknown whether the point was placed deliberately on the top of the 
wall stone, because the upper stone of the wall slid to the east on to the plaster floor. 
A total 8 projectile points (2 chert, 6 obsidian) were recovered from Group 23B (Figure 
9B-16). One of them is from Str. T97 (Figure 9B-16A), while one obsidian point was recovered 
3 m to the south of the southern wall of Str. T97 in the area between Str. T97 and Str. T1113 
(Figure 9B-16F). All of the projectile points from Str. T1106 were found behind the building to 
the north. On the other hand, an obsidian projectile point from Str. T97 was found inside the 
building. Since no projectile points were recovered around the “altar” stones, projectile points 
were unlikely to have been valuable items at Tayasal during the Postclassic period. 
Despite the recovery of only one point from Str. T97, more expedient tools were 
collected at Str. T97 than Str. T1106. Most of them are broken in half, but the edges were 
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Figure 9B-17: Mica sheets from Group 23B. 
Figure 9B-18: Crystal beads from Group 23B 
retouched for pestling. These expedient stone tools include utilized flakes, bifaces, unifaces, 
choppers, scrapers, hammerstones, and drills. Raw materials of the expedient tools are mostly 
low-grade cherts and chalcedonies, suggesting that expedient tools were produced locally at 
Tayasal. Additionally, the presence of chert and chalcedony cores appear to have been utilized in 
various ranges in Group 23B. Analyses of chipped stone tools are still ongoing, however, 
expedient and re-sharpened core tools indicate that the production of lithic tools occurred in 
domestic contexts at Tayasal.  
9B-3-2.2 Other Stone Artifacts 
A variety of other stone 
artifacts, such as stone ornaments, were 
recovered from Group 23B, especially 
around the “altar” stones as well as in 
the refuse deposit in the western side of 
the group. Fragments of a rock crystal 
bead were collected in the western side with 
details described below. Several sheet fragments 
of mica were found in the “altar” area, as well as 
at the refuse deposit in the southeast corner 
(Figure 9B-17). Very thin and fragile mica sheets 
were deposited in layers. Since mica sheets have 
rarely been reported in Mesoamerica, the function 
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Figure 9B-19: Fragment of mano from Str. T1106. 
and procurement of mica are yet unknown.  
At the western side of the “altar” stones, two fragments of broken rock crystal beads (refit 
together) were collected separately; one from the southwest of the “altar” stones and one from 1 
m north of the “altar.” The crystal bead is about 2 cm in diameter, 1.26 cm height, and 1 cm thick 
(Figure 9B-18). It is polished on the outer surface and the hole was biconically penetrated from 
both sides. Another polished crystal bead was recovered from Str.T247 in Cerro Mo′, which is 
located at 1.15 km northeast of Group 23 (Halperin 2012:60). This bead appeared to be the same 
shape as one from Str. T1106. Structure T247 is a small Postclassic C-shaped shrine excavated 
by Christina Halperin in 2011 (Halperin 2012). The crystal bead was recovered from inside the 
shrine along with other ceremonial artifacts such as effigy censer fragments and obsidian 
projectile points (Halperin 2012:60). This crystal bead may have been imported through the 
long-distance trade probably from Otumba (see Chapter 3-3-2.4). 
9B-3-3 Groundstone Artifacts 
Ground stone artifacts recovered from Group 23B include manos and metates. A 
fragment of mano was found on the plaster floor of the earlier construction of Str. T1106 (Figure 
9B-19). The mano is rectangular shaped limestone. The surface shows grinding as it is worn on 
all four sides. Three mano fragments were recovered from Str. T97, outside of the building. No 
details on these manos from Str. T97 are available 
currently. The manos were fragments so they were 
undoubtedly discards. A metate fragment was 
found upside-down on the top of the southern 
basal wall of Str. T97. Since it was broken and 
found upside-down, it was possibly discarded 
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there after its use or reused as a wall stone. Three additional ground stones were recovered from 
Str. T97, but their use has not been identified. Further analysis of the ground stone artifacts is 
needed. 
The occurrence of manos and metates at Group 23B indicates that domestic activities 
took place there. All the broken fragments recovered from the refuse deposits suggest that these 
buildings were not suddenly abandoned. Rather, the rooms were swept clean, and wastes of 
domestic paraphernalia were disposed in the refuse pile behind each building. 
9B-3-4 Faunal Remains 
Significant quantities of animal bone, primarily large mammals, were present in Group 
23B. Most were recovered from the refuse deposits of Postclassic period contexts on the west 
side of “altar” stones. Animal bones recovered from the refuse deposit in the outside of west wall 
show evidence of burning. It is unknown if the burning occurred during domestic or ceremonial 
use. Large fragments are identified as lower limb bones of both whitetail and brocket deer 
(Freiwald 2012). Interestingly, a fragment of deer head made of clay was recovered from the 
same refuse deposit to the west (Figure 9B-14A).  
Compared to the significant quantities of large mammals remains, a relatively small 
number of other mammal and bird bones were identified from the refuse deposits. It has been 
noted the small number of shells such as large round apple snails or Pomacea and Jute shells 
were uncovered at Tayasal (Carolyn Freiwald, personal communication 2014). There is one 
concentration of Pomacea shells at the west side of the western arm of Str. T97. Nevertheless, 
compared to those at Zacpetén (Pugh 2001), it appears that fewer shells were recovered from 
domestic structures at Tayasal. If it is the case, there might be different food resources used for 
the Itza and from that of the Kowoj. 
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9B-4 Summary of Group 23B 
 Artifacts recovered from Group 23B suggest that a wide range of domestic rituals were 
conducted at residences at Tayasal during the Postclassic period. These ritual activities were 
probably performed on the western side of the group, around the “altar” stones. The west of the 
“altar” seems to be a ceremonial refuse area since numerous rare objects were collected around 
“altar” stones towards the southwest of Str. T97. Ceremonial refuses included rock crystal beads, 
a polished adze, ceramic figurines, several sheets of mica, and burned large mammal bones. A 
wide variety of rare objects in this group indicate that occupants were elites. They probably had 
access to Mixtec rock crystal bead by way of exchange (see Chapter 3-3-2.4).  
Ceremonial and domestic wastes were deposited behind structures as well as on the west 
side of the “altar” stones. The inside of buildings were kept clean, especially the benches. 
Domestic wastes such as broken manos, metates, and spindle whorls were recovered more to the 
south of Str. T97 than north of Str. T1106. This suggests that domestic activities occurred mainly 
on Str. T97.  
There is virtually nothing that can be said about each production area on Group 23B on 
the basis of chipped stone artifacts. No figurine molds were found in this area, suggesting that 
figurines were manufactured elsewhere. Food preparation, however, appears to have occurred, 
based on the presence of manos and metates and pestles and grater bowls. Broken obsidian 
blades may also indicate food preparation activities. Projectile points became smaller in the 
Postclassic period implying a shift in hunting practices away from larger mammals, especially a 
preference to that of smaller mammals using bow-and-arrow (see Chapter 3-3-2.2).  
The Postclassic occupants in Group 23B placed the burial into the Terminal Classic 
plaster floor, scattering the Postclassic censer fragments on the top of burial as a marker. These 
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Postclassic censers included effigy and non-effigy censers. Non-effigy censers were mostly 
Mumul Composite type an hourglass form with finger-impressed fillets and button appliques. 
Some of them are partially reconstructible, but the majority cannot be reconstructed. This 
suggests that censers were smashed in the different location and deposited above the burial. The 
hourglass censers appear to be associated with the calendrical rituals such as Wayeb' and New 
Year’s Day (Pop) ceremonies as seen in the Madrid and Dresden codices. These ceremonies may 
have included smashing censers as a termination ritual. 
Evidence for long-distance exchange is present but very tenuous. Imported ceramics such 
as Fine Orange ware and Plumbate are very rare. Indeed, most of the pottery appears to be 
locally made using the lacustrine clay with a carbonated temper. Likewise, green obsidian from 
Pachúca valley in Central Mexico is rare; other Guatemalan sources (primarily from Ixtepeque) 
were more common in general at Tayasal (see the section of obsidian analysis in Chapter 10). 
Evidence for connections between Tayasal and other neighboring sites in the Petén lakes region 
is also slim. Postclassic pottery types such as Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red commonly 
occurred at Group 23B, while Topoxté Red type that is thought to be associated with the Kowoj, 
was rarely identified in Group 23B. Topoxté Red of Clemencia Cream Paste ware was 
manufactured in the area of Lake Yaxha and was rarely traded to the neighboring sites (Cecil 
1999, 2007). Images of effigy censers and figurines suggest a sharing of motifs and styles 
between other Late Postclassic sites in northern Yucatán and Belize. The Late Postclassic 
occupants in the Petén lakes region may have had an emphasis on local production of pottery, 






Excavations in Group 23A: Ceremonial Group 
9A-1 Introduction: Group 23 
Tayasal’s Group 23 is located south of the Central Acropolis (Group 26) and rests upon a 
massive Preclassic-period platform (310 x 210 m). Group 23 consists of a ceremonial group 
(Group 23A) and two residential groups (Group 23B and 23C) arranged from the north to south 
on the southwest quarter of the Preclassic-period massive platform (Figure 9A-1). Before our 
investigation, this group had been excavated by both the University of Pennsylvania in the 1970s 
(Chase 1983) and the Centro Universitario de El Petén (CUDEP) in 1997 (Ramirez 2004). These 
earlier excavations focused on the ceremonial group (Group 23A). The previous mapping by the 
Proyecto Maya Colonial revealed that Group 23A was arranged as a basic ceremonial group 
form (Pugh et al. 2012).   
 Although some of the test pits were placed in the previously examined ceremonial groups, 
excavations by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal concentrated on the residential groups, Group 
23B and 23C, in the search for the Late Postclassic material culture in domestic contexts. Four 
residential structures were excavated almost completely; all of them with Late Postclassic to 
Contact/Colonial components. These excavations revealed substantial quantities of artifacts both 
on and near the structures. These artifacts helped us to reconstruct a material culture of the Late 
Postclassic inhabitants, the Itza of Tayasal. 
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Figure 9A-1: Map of Group 23 
9A-2 Group 23A: Ceremonial Group 
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Figure 9A-2: Map of Group 23A. 
9A-2-1 Introduction 
Arlen Chase (1983:367) referred to the area southwest of the Central Acropolis as Group 
23. The Postclassic portion of this group includes a ceremonial core and surrounding residences. 
The ceremonial core of Group 23 includes seven structures arranged in a Postclassic basic 
ceremonial group or possibly a variant of temple assemblage (Figure 9A-2). This ceremonial 
group was built upon what appeared to be a Late Preclassic E-Group. Three stelae were found: 
one on the eastern building of the E-Group (Stela 4), another near Str. T100 (Stela 3), and a 
possible one (Stela 5) in front of the open hall (Structure T99B) of the temple assemblage. 
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Group 23 was investigated by the University of Pennsylvania in the 1970s (Chase 1983) 
and the Centro Universitario de El Petén in 1997 (Ramirez 2004). The Proyecto Arqueológico 
Tayasal placed several test pits and excavations around Stela 4 in the ceremonial group to better 
understand the chronological sequence and Postclassic use of the ceremonial group. Like many 
Postclassic ceremonial groups (Pugh and Rice 2009:95-105), Group 23 was built upon an earlier 
architectural group—in this case, a possible Late Preclassic E-Group with Late Classic 
modifications. Four Postclassic buildings (Structures T93, T94, T95, and T96) were built upon 
the eastern structure of this observatory group. Postclassic basic ceremonial group (Strs. T99A, 
T99B, T98, and T100) stands on the western side of Group 23. Although no formal Postclassic 
temple was identified on the west side of the ceremonial group, this group may form a variant of 
temple assemblage when one includes Str. T95 as a temple. 
9A-2-2 Ceremonial Structures 
 The Postclassic ceremonial group consists of 10 structures arranged into a variant of 
temple assemblage centering on a plaza (Figure 9A-2). The eastern side of the plaza includes a 
70 m-long platform which has a front stairway facing west. Four structures (Structures T93-T96) 
rest upon the platform. Structure T93, which was severely looted, is located on the northeast of 
the platform. The orientation of Str. T93 is unknown, but it appears to be a 6 x 6 m square 
building. Structure T94 faces Str. T93 on the northwest corner of the platform. Str. T94 appears 
to have an L-shaped form along the northwest corner. The basal fragment of Stela 4 stands on the 
western side of Str. T94, facing west towards Str. T99B. The tallest building, Str. T95, stands in 
the center of the platform facing west. It has a stairway on the western side, excavated by Fredy 
Ramirez (2004) in 1997. Structure T96 rests on the southern side of the platform next to Str. T95. 
Structure T96 appears to be a 9 x 3.3 m rectangular building running north-south and faces west. 
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Structure T96 has never been investigated. Chase (1983:367, 1236-1254) suggested the platform 
which supports Strs. T93-T96 served as “E-Group” during the Late Preclassic to Early Classic 
period.  
 On the western side of the ceremonial group, an L-shaped structure faces east (Figure 
9A-2). This L-shaped structure was designated as a single structure, Str. T99, by the University 
of Pennsylvania (Chase 1983). However, was part of a Late Postclassic basic ceremonial group 
or temple assemblage and composed of several structures. Thus, the L-shaped structure is 
divided into three discrete structures: a northern structure projecting east (Str. T99A); a long 
structure (Str. T99B) connected to Str. T99A at the northern traverse room; and a tall building 
(Str. T99C) behind Str. T99B. A platform north of Str. T99A was designated as Str. T99D and 
appears to have been related to the Str.T99 assemblage. A low raised platform south of the 
ceremonial group, Str. T98, faces towards Str. T99A. Structures T99A, T99B, and T98 form a 
“basic ceremonial group,” an architectural arrangement common in the Late Postclassic period 
(Proskouriakoff 1962). The basic ceremonial group incorporates a raised shrine at the center of 
the plaza (Str. T100) which faces west towards an open hall (Str. T99B). An oratorio (Str. T99A) 
stands at a right angle to the open hall.  
9A-2-2.1 Temple Assemblage 
 The ceremonial group in Group 23 could be a variant of the Late Postclassic period 
architectural arrangement referred to as a “temple assemblage,” which appears in both Yucatán 
and Petén, as well as elsewhere during the Late Postclassic period (see Chapter 6-2-1). Such 
assemblages were common in the Kowoj region in the eastern side of the Petén lakes region 
(Pugh 2001, 2003). However, this temple assemblage differs from those of the Kowoj. Figure 
9A-2 shows that Str. T99B stands on the west of the plaza as an open hall (with possible wooden 
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post columns) and faces east toward Str. T100, which served as a raised shrine. Structure T99A 
stands at a right angle, facing Str. T98. Structure T98 rests on the south as a possible shrine 
facing the oratorio (Str. T99A). Between Strs. T99B and T100, a circular stone arrangement with 
a 1.3 m-diameter was found on the ground (Ramirez 2004). This feature is probably the basal 
stones of a low statue shrine standing between the open hall and raised shrine (Figure 9A-2).  
Although a formal temple has not been identified in the western side of the ceremonial 
group, Str. T95 on the E-Group platform could have fulfilled this function. The previous 
excavation did not find large numbers of censer fragments, but a fragment of a reused monument 
was recovered (Ramirez 2004, details below). In this arrangement, the temple (Str. T95) faces 
west towards the open hall (Str. T99B). The raised shrine (Str. T100) also faces the open hall and 
is centered on the axis between the possible temple and open hall. The distance between the 
temple and open hall is about 50 m, and the raised shrine rests 25 m away from each structure. 
The axis is oriented -11.4 degrees to the east of north (calibrated). A similar pattern can be seen 
in the temple assemblage on Canté Island of Lake Yaxhá (see Figure 6-11), where a temple on 
the eastern side faces the open hall on the western side. An oratorio facing west rests in between 
the temple and the open hall, though the axis is not straight. It appears that the temple and open 
hall face each other with the same orientation (12 degrees to the west of north (calibrated) ), 
while the oratorio faces 12 degrees to the west of north (calibrated) (Table 9A-1). 
The orientation of the arrangement of the ceremonial group at Group 23 is different from 
the Kowoj region. In Group 23, the temple and raised shrine face the open hall, and the oratorio 
stands at the right angle to the open hall facing south towards a small shrine. Thus, while this 
might have been a temple assemblage, it was very different from of the temple assemblages of 
the Kowoj.  
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Figure 9A-3: E-Group at Tikal. Modified from Laporte and Fialko 1950 Figure 
12. 
9A-2-2.2 Preclassic E-Group 
 The architectural 
assemblage of “E-Group” is named 
after Group E at Uaxactun (Aimers 
and Rice 2006; Blom 1924; Chase 
and Chase 1995; Doyle 2013). 
These assemblages date from the 
Middle Preclassic (ca. 700-400 
BCE.) through the Terminal Classic 
(ca. 800-950 CE) periods (Aimers and Rice 2006). Numerous variant forms of the E-Group 
arrangement have been identified in the Maya lowlands: the basic E-Group arrangement consists 
of most generally pyramidal or “radial” on the western side of a plaza and a linear platform 
running north-south on the eastern side of the plaza (Figure 9A-3) (Aimers and Rice 2006; 
Cohodas 1980; Doyle 2013). The western structure typically has four stairways roughly facing 
the cardinal directions, indicating a quadripartite shape (Aimers and Rice 2006:87; Coggins 
1980:731). Three buildings typically line up on the platform on the eastern side of the plaza. 
Viewed from the western structure, each of these three structures aligns with the course of the 
sunrise on the equinoxes and solstices. Therefore, the E-Group arrangement has generally 
considered to serve as a solar observatory (Blom 1924). 
 Chase (1983:367) suggested that the eastern platform of Group 23 which supports four 
structures (Strs. T93-T96), might have been an E-Group. He also suggested that the platform that 
supports Strs. T99A, T99B, and T99C served as a western radial structure (Chase 1983:1246). 
Because of the relative positions of the two architectural assemblages on each side of the plaza, 
336 
 
Chase argued that “platform T99” was formerly a pyramidal structure. Although Str. T99B has a 
front stairway facing east, it appears unlikely that the platform behind Str. T99B was a pyramidal 
structure. Nevertheless, a monument fragment with a glyph of Lamat or ek' was encountered near 
Str. T95 (Ramirez 2004:29, Figure 24). These glyph designs are linked with a quadripartite 
division, which sometimes is related to the cycles of the sun (Coggins 1980; Milbrath 2000:17). 
The presence of a monument that symbolizes the calendric cycle may indicate that the possible 
E-Group platform had a significance in the calendrics and the completion of the solar cycle 
rituals. 
9A-3 Previous Excavations in Group 23A 
9A-3-1 Structure T100 
Structure T100 is the only structure that the University of Pennsylvania excavated in 
Structure Group 23 (Chase 1983:369-384). Excavations revealed that Str. T100 faces west and is 
approximately 6.25 m in length and 1.35 m in height with an additional episode of construction 
on the top (Chase 1983:369). The basal structure (T100-1st-B) sits on an Early Postclassic period 
plastered plaza surface (Chase 1983:371). It has a stairway on the western side, extending 0.5 m 
from the western wall (Chase 1983:371). The eastern wall of the basal structure widens into a 
quadrilateral form (Figure 9A-4). It appears to be a “pseudo-pentagonal form” (Chase 1983:371).  
According to the plan map of Str. T100 (Figure 9A-4), the southern wall is 6 degrees east of 
north and the eastern wall runs 15 degrees east of north from the southeast corner. The eastern 
wall bends 2 degrees to the west at about the 2.2 m point from the southeast corner. The upper 
part of the structure (T100-1st-A) is a 0.45 m raised terrace and measures 3.2 (east-west) x 3.6 m 
(north-south) (Chase 1983:373). The western wall of the upper structure is composed of a single 
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Figure 9A-4: Map of Str. T100, adapted after Chase 1983: Figure3-2. 
course of limestone. A large number of censer fragments were scattered on the top of the upper 
structure (Chase 1983:374). 
Two trenches were excavated: one (Excavation 8A) on the southern side, and the other 
(Excavation 8B) running east-west through the center, of the structure (Chase 1983:369-370). 
The vertical excavation into Str. T100 revealed a burial cist (Burial T8B-1) and an empty smaller 
cist (Problematic Deposit T8B-1). The burial was located at the approximate center of the 
structure, below the plaza floor on which Str. T100 stands (Chase 1983:372-373). The cist, 
enclosed with mortar and stones, contained an individual male adult in a seated position (Chase 
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Figure 9A-5: Stela 3. Penn Museum, Image No.24517 (front) and 24525 (side). Drawing by Alex Tokovinine. 
1983:372). The pelvis positioned east and the head faced west by the collapsed body (Chase 
1983:372). Although Chase (1983) does not specify the original orientation of the individual, it is 
possible that the body was once placed facing north. The bones were poorly preserved due to the 
presence of limestone deposits (Chase 1983:373). Chase (1983:373) considered the burial to date 
to the Middle Postclassic (Cocahmut) and dedicated to the basal structure (T100-1st-B). No 
artifacts were recovered from the burial. 
The empty cist (Problematic Deposit T8B-1) was encountered in the basal structure 
(Chase 1983:375). It is located about 0.5 m west of, and 0.5 m above, the burial. The cist was 
covered by stone slabs at the bottom and all four sides (Chase 1983:375). Since the capstone is 
missing, Chase (1983:375) believes that it was once capped with a wooden slab and contained 
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cremated human remains, based upon similar cists from Piedras Negras. At Piedras Negras  
(Satterthwaite 1954, and Weeks et al. 2005:332-342), these cists were associated with a number 
of small altars. Like Piedras Negras, Chase (1983:375) found a photograph of a small altar 
related to Excavation 8B, but no information on its context and provenience was recorded. This 
cist was likely dedicated to the upper structure (T100-1st-A). 
At the time of excavation in 1971, a fragment of Stela 3 was recorded as standing 
northwest of Str. T100 (Chase 1983:375-376). This fragment of stela measures 62 cm-long and 
34 cm-wide (Chase 1983:376). The fragment is a lower part of a stela exhibiting two legs and the 
feet of a standing figure facing towards its right (Figure 9A-5). Chase (1983:376) describes that 
one side has a glyph of “IK'” (T503) dated to the Early Classic period. It is likely that the stela 
fragment had been reset during the Postclassic period, like Stela 4 on Str. T94 (details below). 
9A-3-2 Structure T99B  
Fredy Ramirez (2004) excavated Str. T99B under the supervision of Roland Torres, a 
professor at CUDEP in 1997. He placed an 18 m-trench running north-south, clearing the 
stairways on the eastern side of the structure. The excavation was extended to the plaza to the 
east to expose several features on the ground in between Str. T99B and Str. T100 to the east 
(Ramirez 2004). The back wall of the superstructure runs north-south with two arms extending 
east. It appears to have benches constructed along its walls. Ramirez (2004: 23) found a 
concentration of effigy censer fragments in the center room, suggesting that it served as an altar. 
The eastern stairway was exposed 3.4 m from the northeast corner, where Str. T99A 
attaches to Str. T99B and 8.3 m from the southeast corner of Str. T99B (Ramirez 2004:23-24) 
(Figure 9A-6). The stairway is composed of two sections and three balustrades (north, south, and 
center). The balustrades are about 1.3 m wide and 3 m long sloping down from the top of 
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Figure 9A-6: Front view of Str. T99B, adapted after Ramirez 1994: Figure 11. 
building to the plaza (Ramirez 2004:24). Steps were irregularly spaced and included 9 steps in 
total on each side between the balustrades (Ramirez 2004:24).   
An intrusive burial cist (Entierro 1-97) was encountered at the northeast corner of the 
central balustrade (Ramirez 2004:27, Figures 20-22). The 1.4 m deep and 0.6 m wide burial cist 
was capped with large stones and built into the balustrade, cutting through 6 plaster floors 
underneath (Ramirez 2004:27). The base of the cist reaches the seventh floor, on which the 
human remains were encountered (Figure 9A-7). The eastern wall of the oval shaped-cist was 
formed by large stones, though it is unclear how the other walls were constructed (Ramirez 2004: 
Figure 21). The human remains were poorly preserved: several bones including fragments of the 
cranium and 15 teeth were recovered (Ramirez 2004:27-28). The burial appears to have a seated 
position, and cranium fragments were encountered west of the burial. Based on the dental 
condition, Ramirez (2004:27-28) assumed the individual was a male over 40 years old. Artifacts 
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Figure 9A-7: Profile and plan map of Burial 1-97 at Str. T99B. Adapted after 
Ramirez 1994: Figure20 
recovered from this burial included 
several fragments of jar sherds 
(Pozo Unslipped type), diagnostic 
to the Postclassic period. 
The excavation at Str. T99B 
yielded ceramics, obsidian 
projectile points and blade 
fragments, lithics, and shells 
(Ramirez 2004:29-34). Two 
obsidian projectile points were 
recovered, though the exact 
locations of recovery are unknown. 
Most of the ceramics were 
Postclassic censer fragments, which 
were partially reconstructed. A 
fragment of an effigy censer (“a 
serpent jar”) and fragments of censer mold were also recovered, indicating that Str. T99B held 
ceremonial activities during the Postclassic period. 
Ramirez excavated the plaza between Str. T99B and Str. T100 and found a raised “altar” 
next to a fragment of Stela 5 (Ramirez 2004:25, Figures 14, 15). The raised structure is located 
0.5 m east of the northern section of the stairway between the northern and central balustrades of 
Str. T99B (Figure 9A-2). It is an approximately 2.3 m square structure with a height of 0.25 m. 
On the western side of the structure, where it faces the stairways of Str. T99B, cut stones (30 cm-
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Figure 9A-8: Location of Burial 1-97 and Stela 5 at Str. T99B. Adapted from Ramirez 1994: Figure 15 
long) were well preserved, with remaining three courses of wall stones on the plastered floor of 
the plaza (Ramirez 2004: Figure 14). A fragment of Stela 5 stands next to the raised “altar,” 0.45 
m south of the altar and 1.4 m east of the central balustrade of Str. T99B (Ramirez 2004:25) 
(Figure 9A-8). It measures 55 cm long, 60 cm wide, and 28 cm thick. No carving was identified 
on the stela. Ramirez (2004:25) believed that it stood in its original position, though it is possible 
that it had been moved, like Stela 4.  
Also, a circular alignment of stones was exposed in front of Str. T99B, which is to the 
east of Str. T99B and the west of Str. T100 (Ramirez 2004:21, Figures 5, 10). The circle is 1.6 m 
in diameter and partially filled with stones. It is unknown whether it was a building base or a flat 
altar encircled by stones. No artifacts were recovered around this feature. 
9A-3-3 Structure T95 
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Figure 9A-9: East profile of Str. T95. Adapted after Ramirez 1994: Figure 17 
 Ramirez also excavated the tallest building on the E-Group platform located on the 
eastern side of Group 23 (Ramirez 2004:25-27, Figures 17-18). The excavation was conducted 
using the looter’s trenches, located at the top center and the northeast corner of Str. T95 
(Ramirez 2004:25-26). The looter’s trench into the center of the building from the top revealed 
the construction phases of Str. T95. Ramirez (2004:26) believed that Str. T95 had been 
remodeled at least twice: once in the Early Postclassic and another in the Middle Postclassic 
period (Figure 9A-9). The earlier construction consisted of a rectangular structure with a straight 
wall which was 3 m tall (Ramirez 2004:26). A plaster floor was covered the interior which was 
10.4 m long and 8.4 m wide (Ramirez 2004:26). The front stairway on the western side of the 
structure appears to have connected to the 1.5 m wide entrance (Ramirez 2004:26). The later 
Middle Postclassic renovation constructed a wall sealing off the entrance to the room and 
appears to have included several steps to the stairway with irregular stones (Ramirez 2004:26). 
Additional steps added 3 m to the stairway’s height. 
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Figure 9A-10: Carved Monument from Str. T95. Adapted from Ramirez 1994: 
Figure 24 
 The excavation in the 
platform of Str. T95 included 
clearing of the stairway where was 
located a looter’s trench (Operation 
3-97, Ramirez 2004:26-7). The 
stairway is 5.2 m tall and poorly 
preserved, leaving only three steps 
visible. The material recovered from Str. T95 included ceramics, obsidian and chert blade 
fragments, a fragment of a carved monument, and a musket ball (Ramirez 2004:29-35). The 
provenience of the carved monument and musket ball from Str. T95 is unknown, but the 
presence of European material demonstrates that the occupation of Group 23 extends at least to 
the Contact period (1525-1697 CE). According to the illustration (Figure 9A-10), the fragment of 
the carved monument had a rounded edge about 48 cm in diameter. A carved design resembles 
the glyph of Lamat (a day name) or Ek' of a half star sign (T510f, Thompson 1950: Figure 22, 
n50-54, 56-58). It has two circles with a folded line in between as a truncated cruciform design. 
The position of the half star sign may signify “war” (Aldana 2005:305-313). Since “star” is ek' in 
Maya (Barrerra Vásquez 1980), it is possible that the monument was associated with the Itza lord, 
Kan Ek'. 
 In addition to the excavations at Strs. T99B and T95, Ramirez’s excavation included 
three 1 x 1 m test pits in the plaza of Group 23 (Ramirez 2004). Two test pits were placed 
between Str. T100 and the E-Group platform, yielding Postclassic sherds from the topsoil to a 
depth of 35 cm (Pozo 1-97 and 3-97, Ramirez 2004:27, 36). Another test pit excavation 
(Operación No.4-97) was conducted at the base of the E-Group platform, taking advantage of the 
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looter’s trench. The materials recovered from this 1 x 1 m test pit included ceramic sherds, a 
chert flake, and a groundstone (Ramirez 2004:36, Figure 24). 
9A-4 Excavations by Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal 
9A-4-1 Structure T99A  
9A-4-1.1 Architectural Composition 
Structure T99A (Str. T99A) is part of the Postclassic ceremonial group on the western 
side of Group 23. This building is located on the north side of the plaza, facing south. Structure 
T99A has a C-shaped superstructure and bench, which is a typical Postclassic layout (Rice 1985). 
The western side of this structure is attached to the transverse room on the northern side of 
Structure T99B, which extends to the south at the right angle from Str. T99A (Figure 9A-2). It 
has been suggested that a stairway rests on the south side of the building (Pugh 1997). No 
previous research reported excavations on Str. T99A. 
 Structure T99A is approximately 12 m long (east-west) x 9 m wide (north-south) at the 
basal line and about 2 m tall. The superstructure is 8 m long (east-west) x 3.5 m wide (north-
south), forming a C-shape with a bench inside the wall. The wall of the superstructure is formed 
by two faces of limestone rubble, which are visible on the surface. The wall stones are irregular 
medium-sized limestone, similar to the construction of domestic residences Str. T1106 and T97 
(see Chapter 9B). It is uncertain if Str. T99A was constructed before or after Str. T99B, but it 
blocks the northern room of the latter.  
The eastern wall of the structure was poorly preserved due to tree and root disturbance. A 
number of large stones along the eastern wall had collapsed from the wall. A number of burned 
small cobbles were recovered from around the tree and roots on the southeast corner of the 
structure. It is unknown whether the burned stones were from recent burning on the surface. 
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Figure 9A-11: Map of Group 23A, showing excavation units. 
Several cut limestones, which appear to be from a Late Classic construction, were recovered 
underneath the possible wall stones. The northern wall was better preserved than the eastern wall. 
The northern wall of Str. T99A rests at 10-15 cm outside of the wall of the superstructure. The 
irregularly sized wall stones bonded tightly with small cobbles filling the spaces in both structure 
and superstructure wall.  
 The room inside the superstructure measures 6.5m long (east-west) x 3m wide (north-
south). Excavation inside the room did not recover any evidence of a plaster surface on top of the 
structure. A construction fill of medium-sized cobbles was encountered in the interior of the 
superstructure. The interior of the superstructure contained few artifacts, indicating that the 
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Figure 9A-12: North profile of Unit 1943-1740 at Str. T99A. 
interior was cleaned before it was abandonment. The front stairway has never been excavated 
below the collapse.  
9A-4-1.2 Previous Construction of Str. T99A 
The excavations in Str.T99A included three test pit excavations: one in the southeast corner, 
another in the northern wall, and the last in the interior of the superstructure (Figure 9A-11). 
These excavations consisted of vertical test pits in order to understand the construction sequence 
and to find special deposits around the structure and inside the room. None of the excavations of 
Str. T99A reached the bedrock due to time constraints and the scarcity of artifacts in each test 




Figure 9A-13: East profile of Unit 1952-1733 at Str. T99A 
The excavation in 
the southeast corner of the 
structure (Group 1943-
1740) extends 2 x 2 m to 
expose the southeast corner 
of the building and to search 
for special deposits along 
the eastern edge of the 
structure (Figure 9A-12). A 
tree with large roots in the 
southwest corner of the unit 
disturbed the building 
construction. The lowest excavated layer was Level 5 (construction fill) which laid 3.74 m below 
the surface. Both Postclassic and Preclassic ceramics were inter-mixed, possibly caused by tree 
disturbance. At this depth, a mix of construction fill and collapsed wall stones from the eastern 
wall were encountered along the northern edge of the excavation unit. The collapsed wall stones 
included limestones which were soft and cut. This wall material was diagnostic to the Late 
Classic period. Another fill (Level 4) dated to the Late Classic period was laid upon the fill. 
Postclassic fill layers (Levels 2 and 3) were placed upon of the Late Classic fill. Level 3 at the 
southwest corner of the structure included burned stones where the big tree and roots are located. 
At least five large wall stones were encountered along the eastern wall of Str. T99A. The biggest 
stone was of 37 cm long and was likely part of the southeast corner of Str.T99A.  
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Figure 9A-14: West profile of Unit 1941-1731 at Str. T99A. 
A 1 x 1 m test unit (1952-1733) was placed on the northern edge of Str. T99A (Figure 
9A-13). The lowest layer excavated was Level 5 (Late Classic period), which rested 1.05 m 
below the surface. At the bottom of Level 5, an alignment of soft and flat limestones runs east-
west along the northern edge of the unit. It appeared to continue further east and west, indicating 
that this alignment was possibly a Classic period building wall or the edge of the platform on 
which Str. T99A stands. No floor feature was encountered in this level, though some plaster soils 
and rocks were recovered from near the northwest corner. The northern wall of Str. T99A 
disappears at the base of Level 5. It is unknown whether the wall continues further down or 
terminates on this level. 
A layer of fill (Level 4) with light gray soil and some plaster inclusions at the northern 
edge of the unit rested upon this construction fill. This layer included medium-sized stones. 
Level 3 (collapse fill) included the same fill event as Level 4, but with slightly darker gray soil. 
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The soil was very soft and loose. The loose layer overlaid a dark soil with small cobblestones 
(Level 2). The northern wall of Str. T99A appeared 10-15 cm north of the wall of the C-shaped 
superstructure. One of the wall stones of the basal structure has a length of 25 cm.  
Soils in this unit are relatively dark and loose—this is possibly due to the animal holes 
dug into the area’s mound.  These holes were noticeable from the surface and had disturbed the 
building construction. Like the excavation of the southeast corner of Str. T99A, few artifacts 
were found in this unit.  
The third test unit (1949-1731) (2 x 2 m) on Str. T99A was placed inside the C-shaped 
superstructure. The purpose of the unit was to search for ceremonial effigy censers dating to the 
Postclassic period. A 1 x 1 m northwestern unit within the 2 x 2 m test pit was extended into 
Level 5, while the rest of the unit stopped at Level 3 (Figure 9A-14). The lowest layer exposed in 
this unit was Level 5 (construction fill) dated to the Late Classic period at 63.5-87 cm below the 
surface. This unit was chosen to search for more censer sherds because a fragment of an effigy 
censer was recovered from the uppermost level. This layer included light gray color soil and 
medium-size cobbles. It seems that the layer was the fill underneath the floor construction, 
though no visible floor construction was identified above. The Terminal Classic fill layer with 
lighter grayish brown soil with cobbles laid upon the construction fill. No more Postclassic 
material was recovered from this level; rather, the ceramics were diagnostic to the Late/Terminal 
Classic period. 
Level 3 was a collapse fill which included dark gray soil with cobbles. Several fragments 
of the Postclassic censers were recovered from the western area, which led us to excavate further 
excavation down to look for the concentration of censers at the northwest corner of this unit. A 
concentration of turtle bone fragments was encountered in the eastern half. Level 2 (ballast fill) 
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with dark soil and cobbles laid upon the collapse fill. Artifacts were recovered more often in the 
southeast corner of the unit, including turtle bones (probably from the same turtle from the 
preceded layer). No Postclassic censers were recovered from this level. A few Postclassic censer 
sherds indicate that ceremonial activities conducted inside the C-shape structure of Str. T99A. 
9A-4-1.3 Artifact Distribution of Str. T99A 
There was a low frequency of artifacts from Str. T99A throughout the excavated areas. 
The main purpose of the excavation of this structure was to search for Postclassic censers. 
However, only a few fragments of Postclassic censer was recovered from the inside the C-shape 
structure. One of them is a fragment of effigy censer; the others are indeterminate. No other 
censer sherds were collected from Str. T99A. Several fragments of effigy censer (Patojo 
Modeled type) were included in the fill (Levels 2 and 3), suggesting that the ceremonial activities 
which involved incense burners occurred in Str. T99A during the Postclassic period. Postclassic 
ceramics were widely distributed (but in low frequencies) in Str. T99A. The most common 
Postclassic ceramics were Paxcamán Red, Snail-Inclusion paste wares. Paxcamán Red was 
recovered more often from the southeastern corner of the structure. The southeastern unit at the 
interior of the C-shaped structure contained three times more fragments of Pozo Unslipped jar 
than other excavation units in Str. T99A. They were recovered from the ballast fill (Level 2), 
where included a large fragment of turtle bones. 
Despite the low artifact distribution, eight projectile points were recovered from Str. 
T99A. Six of them were concentrated in the southeast corner of Str. T99A. Of the eight projectile 
points, a half were obsidian, and a half were chert points. Two obsidian points were encountered 
at the southeastern corner of the structure, and the other two obsidian points from the interior of 
the C-shape structure at the top of the building. One of the points inside the room was included 
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in the construction fill (Level 3). It is 1.65 cm long and 1.16 cm wide, and the tip of the point is 
broken. The point is side-notched with a rounded base, which is a common style at Tayasal 
(Meissner 2013). Another obsidian projectile point from the interior of the C-shape structure was 
included in the ballast fill (Level 2). Two obsidian points derived from the southeastern corner of 
the structure were found in the same 1 x 1 m-unit along the eastern wall of the structure. Chert 
projectile points were concentrated in the southeast corner of Str. T99A. Two of them are from 
the same unit (the southeastern unit) and the level (Level 2). The other two chert points were also 
from the southeastern corner of the structure. These projectile points appear to have been used as 
arrow points in a ceremonial context and then discarded at the southeast corner of Str. T99A. 
Animal bone remains were concentrated in the interior of the C-shape structure. As noted, 
a concentration of turtle bone and shell was encountered in the ballast and collapse fills in the 
eastern units of the 2 x 2 m test pit inside the structure. Fragmented bones and shells count 48 
(92.8g), which is about ten times more frequent than at other excavation units in Str. T99A. In 
addition to the turtle bones, five unidentified animal canines were recovered from the interior of 
the C-shape structure. Four of the canines were included in the turtle bone concentration in Level 
2. The faunal analysis is ongoing; a detailed analysis will reveal to which animals these canines 
belong. 
Fragments of apple snail shell (pomacea) were recovered from the southeastern corner 
and the northern wall of Str. T99A. About 52% (27.2g) were recovered from the collapse fill 
(Level 2) at the southeastern corner of the structure. No pomacea shell was encountered in the 
interior of the C-shape structure. Likewise, jute shell (pachychilus glaphyrus) was only 
recovered from the southeastern corner of the structure. Jute shells are commonly associated with 
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domestic contexts when yielded from midden and construction fill (Healy et al. 1990:174). Thus, 
the area around the southeastern corner of the structure was likely a midden. 
9A-4-2 Structure T99B 
9A-4-2.1 Architectural Composition of Str. T99B 
Structure T99B was excavated by Ramirez in 1997, revealing a large number of Late 
Postclassic deity effigy censers (Ramirez 2004). As mentioned previously, Str. T99B is located 
to the west of the Postclassic ceremonial group, at a left angle to structure T99A (Figure 9A-11). 
It is oriented 12 degrees east of north. Str. T99B is the largest building (27 x 5.7 m) of this 
ceremonial group and consists of a long rectangular building facing a potential raised shrine at 
the eastern side of the ceremonial group. The eastern side of the structure has a double stairway 
with three balustrades at the approximate center of the structure (Ramirez 2004). Structure T99B 
has a superstructure separated by partition walls (Ramirez 2004). The retaining wall of the 
superstructure runs north-south about 25 m long. The transverse room at the north is blocked by 
the C-shape structure of Str. T99A. The center room is 13 x 5 m and opens to the east. At the 
southern end of Str. T99B, a large looter’s pit disturbs the wall constructions.  It is unknown 
whether the southern room was C-shaped or open on the eastern and southern sides, like the 
transverse room at the northern end of Str. T99B. According to Ramirez (2004:24), the staircase 
included nine steps. 
The rectangular superstructure appears to have had a bench construction along the walls 
(Ramirez 2004:23). Room divisions of the superstructure are very unusual for ceremonial 
architecture; rooms in the north and south were not enclosed, and the entrance to the northern 
room was sealed by another structure (Str. T99A). No evidence of columns was identified at the 
doorway of superstructures, unlike the colonnaded structure among the temple assemblage/basic 
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ceremonial group at Mayapán (Proskouriakoff 1962:99-100). The previous excavation by 
Ramirez (2004:23) noted that the superstructure had a C-shape form with C-shaped benches 
around the room. Ramirez (2004:23) described the floor of the superstructure as being covered 
with plaster. 
According to Ramirez (2004:23), the wall of the superstructure is built with cut stones in 
40 cm long x 15 cm wide x 8 cm thick. The center room is raised as a low platform; Ramirez 
(2004:23) suggested that the platform served as an altar because of the large number of effigy 
censers recovered there. At the northern end of the superstructure, Ramirez (2004:23) found a 
course of limestones in a triangular form. No drawing is given for this triangular alignment on 
Str. T99B. 
9A-4-2.2 Previous Construction of Str. T99B 
The excavations by Proyecto Arqueologico Tayasal sought to understand the construction 
chronology of Str. T99B and to find more samples of the Late Postclassic effigy censers 
associated with the possible open hall of the ceremonial group. Since the exact location of the 
previous excavation trench was unknown, a test pit was placed behind the back wall of the 
superstructure and extended west. 
In the hope of encountering the old trench and a special deposit behind the wall of the 
superstructure, a 1 x 2 m test pit (Group 1935-1712) was laid out north-south approximately at 
the center of the building, nearby the supposed old trench (Figure 9A-11). The test pit was 
reduced to 1 x 1m in the northern section due to safety issues. The test pit did not reach bedrock; 
the bottom of the unit was 2.48 m below the surface (Figure 9A-15). The deepest layer of the 
excavation was Level 11, a construction fill. The matrix of Level 11 was largely light gray and 
brown soil with large to medium stones. The earth is smooth, sandy, and loose. A construction 
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Figure 9A-15: West profile of Unit 1935-1712 at Str. T99B. 
fill made up of large stones near the western profile of the unit was exposed but left intact. 
Artifacts recovered from Level 11 included Early Classic slipped ceramic sherds.   
Level 10A, another construction fill, rest upon the construction fill of the Early Classic 
period. The matrix included light gray and light brown smooth soil with various sizes of stones. 
Several large stones filled in the southern part of this level. Within this level, we failed to 
identify a poorly preserved floor. This floor (Floor 2, Level 10C) became visible in the northern 
part of the unit (where there were no large stones) at a depth of 1.6 m below the surface. This 
floor is nearly 10-15 cm thick and overlaid with a thin layer of dark brown soil just above the 
floor (Level 10B). After the removal of the large stones in the southern area, the soil became 
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very loose and lighter gray and brown in color (Level 10D). Few artifacts were yielded from 
these levels (10A-10D); ceramics were diagnostic to the Classic period. 
Directly upon the thin and dark soil layer laid a layer of light brownish gray soil, Level 9 
(construction fill). The soil was very compact and hard as clay. Several fragmented apple snails 
were recovered. The majority of ceramics were diagnostic of the Late to Terminal Classic. 
Layers above this clayish soil laid Levels 7 and 8 which had a similar matrix to the clayish soil. 
However, the ceramics were diagnostic to the Late Preclassic to Early Classic. Level 7 included 
only a few fragments of ceramics. It is probable that Levels 7, 8, and 9 were filled in the 
construction during the Late to Terminal Classic period.  
Above the compact and hard layer was a similar matrix, Level 6, a floor and its ballast. 
Because it was difficult to excavate into the compact and hard soil, a thin layer of plaster floor 
was identified after the excavation of Level 6. A poorly preserved plaster floor (Floor 1, 6B) was 
located at 1.12-1.24 m below the surface. The floor only extended to the southern half of the unit. 
It may have been cut in the northern area of the unit because it is not visible on the northern 
profile. In addition, the floor slopes down to the east; the west side is 10cm higher than the east. 
The thickness of the floor is 8 cm in the east and 3-6 cm in the west.  The soil below the floor, 
which is construction fill (Level 6A), was also compact and hard with medium size stones. 
Numbers of unslipped sherds from the Classic period were included in this level. 
Another layer of hard and compact soil (Level 5) dated to the Late Classic period was 
placed upon the plaster floor. A fill layer that includes largely light gray and hard clayish soil 
with small cobbles in a matrix (Level 4) laid upon this material. Level 4 yielded larger fragments 
of Augustine Red of the Postclassic period.  Level 4 was present with the construction fill of 
Level 3 (Postclassic Period) in the southern unit with a loose dark soil with cobblestones. At the 
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southwest corner of the test pit, large and nearly intact apple snail (pomacea) were exposed in 
Level 3, above Level 2 (Postclassic ballast fill). The excavations in Str. T99B failed to locate the 
old trench in this unit. The trench excavation by Ramirez (2004) yielded a large number of Late 
Postclassic censer fragments from the interior of the superstructure. However, our test unit did 
not yield any Postclassic censers. The frequency of artifacts was generally low; thus, it is likely 
that our excavation contained the backdirt from an earlier excavation in at least Level 1 and 2. 
9A-4-2.3 Artifact Distribution of Str. T99B 
 The artifact distribution of Str. T99B had likely been disturbed by the previous trench 
excavation by Ramirez (2004) in 1997. We believe this due to the scarcity of artifacts within 
Levels 1 and 2. Nevertheless, Level 3 contained a relatively large number (n=35) of Augustine 
Red sherds. These Augustine Red sherds were large fragments, suggesting intentional deposit 
there. No Postclassic censers were recovered from this 1 x 2 m test unit, unlike the previous 
excavation. The construction fills mainly included the Late Classic ceramics, such as Tinaja Red 
and Cambio Unslipped. Although the construction fills (Levels 3-9) contained Late Preclassic 
ceramics, it is probable that they were repeatedly constructed in the Late Classic period. This is 
because the layer directly above Floor 2 included a mix of ceramics from both periods. 
 No projectile points were recovered in this test unit, and only one fragment of obsidian 
prismatic blade and flake was collected throughout the excavation. Likewise, only one chert 
flake was recovered from the 1 x 2 m excavation. Animal bones were encountered in Levels 1 
through 4 with a greater concentration in Level 4 of the northern unit. In the southern unit of 
Level 3, large unbroken apple snails were encountered.  
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9A-4-3 Structure T99D 
9A-4-3.1 Architectural Composition of Str. T99D 
Structure T99D is an extension on the northern side of Str. T99A (Figure 9A-2). This 
structure is a low raised platform, but the shape of this platform is unknown due to erosion to the 
north and west. Stracture T99D is approximately 16 m long x 10-14 m wide. It might be a 
separate structure associated with the platform to the west of Str. T99B on which Structure T99C 
rests due to the orientation of the structure. Structure T99D is oriented 21.5 degrees east of north 
(Table 9A-1), while the platform to the west of Str. T99B is 12 degree east of north. 
Table 9A-1: Orientation table for Group 23A. Adjusted north 1.55° in 2009. 
Group 23A 23A 23A 23A 
Structure T99A T99B T99D T94 
Orientation 
(East of North) 
12° 12° 21.5° -20° 
 
A 1 x 1 m test pit (1957-1729) was placed at the southeast corner along the eastern edge 
of Str. T99D in search for special deposits (Figure 9A-11). The deepest excavated layer in Str. 
T99D is Level 3, which has Postclassic fill. At the base of this layer, a poorly preserved plastered 
floor (Floor 1) was exposed in the southern half of the unit (Figure 9A-16). Artifacts included 
one Postclassic sherd and a fragment of chalk. The chalk may have been used to polish tools or 
to draw on the stone surface. A fill, potentially from a collapse, dated to the Postclassic period 
was placed, directly above Floor 1. Large stones at the base of Level 2 (humus) were aligned 
from the southwest to the northeast of the unit (Figure 9A-17). It might be the edge of Str. T99D, 
as the alignment runs in 21.5 degrees east of north. The largest stone measures about 30 cm². 
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Figure 9A-16: West profile of Unit 1957-1729 at Str. T99D. 
Figure 9A-17: A possible wall of Str. T99D. 
Artifacts recovered from this layer included a mix of the Postclassic and Late Classic ceramics 
and a fragment of apple snail. 
The Postclassic layer with a 
possible wall was topped with thick 
humus topsoil, which had a depth 
of 13 cm and included mostly 
organic earth with many small 
cobbles. The topsoil included a 
variety of artifacts; Postclassic 
ceramics, obsidian blade fragments, 
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Figure 9A-18: Stela 4, standing on the pavement at Str. T94. 
chert flakes, animal bones, and a Jute shell.  Because of the thick topsoil, it is likely that Str. 
T99D consisted of layers composed of disturbed soil and collapsed materials.  
9A-4-4 Structure T94 
9A-4-4.1 Architectural Composition 
Structure T94 rests on the 5.5 m high platform in the eastern side of the ceremonial group 
(Figure 9A-2). Upon the platform stands four distinct structures (Strs. T93-T96). The platform 
may have served as a Late Preclassic E-Group (Chase 1983:367, 1245-1246). Structure T94 rests 
on the northwestern edge of the platform, forming an L-shape along the northwestern corner of 
the platform. It is possible, however, that Str. T94 consists of two separate buildings at the north 
and west. Chase (1983:1245-1246) also suggested that Str. T94 may have been “a low stela 
platform.” Structure T94 was accompanied by Stela 4, standing on the western edge of the 
building and facing the Postclassic ceremonial group to the west. The base remains in situ, but 
the broken upper portions of Stela 4 rested on the slope to the west of Str. T94 (Cortez et al. 
2010; Pugh et al. 2012). It appears that the monument fractured due to recent milpa burnings. 
The carving on the base of the monument, which was protected from the burnings, included the 
feet of a standing figure (details 
below). A 2 x 2 m excavation block 
was placed around the standing 
stela, and 27 m² were excavated 
around the fragments of the upper 
stela on the slope. 
The L-shape Str. T94 
extends 7 m north-south and 3.5 m 
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Figure 9A-19: Plan map of Stela 4 and the pavement (colored in light gray) around the stela at Str. T94. 
Figure 9A-20: East-West cross section of Stela 4 at Str. T94. Adapted from Pugh and Sánchez 
P. 2010: Figure 33. 
east-west along the northwestern corner of the platform. The northern building is oriented about -
7 degrees east of north, while the western building is oriented about -20 degrees east of north 
(Table 9A-1). Structure 
T94 faces Str. T93 on 
the east of the platform. 
The base of Stela 4 
stands at the western 
side of Str. T94 facing 
towards the west. A 2 x 
2 m excavation (1938-
1777.5) was conducted 
in this area to 
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Figure 9A-21: Stela 4 with reconstructed carving in white. 
Figure 9A-22: Stela 4 with possible supports which are outlined in red. 
investigate the monument. The excavation revealed that Stela 4 stood upon a cobbled surface 
(pavement) dated to the Late 
Postclassic period (Figure 9A-18). The 
pavement (Level 4) is composed of 
flat limestones around the stela, 
demarcated by a rectangular limestone 
alignment along Str. T94. The 
alignment is located about 50 cm west 
of Stela 4. Parallel to the border of the 
pavement, four stones are arranged in 
a line in front of Stela 4 (Figure 9A-19). These stones may be steps or part of an altar which was 
associated with Stela 4 (Cortez et al. 2010:38). The walls and pavement around Stela 4 rest upon 
a Terminal Classic plaster floor (Level 5). The stela was embedded into this floor (Figure 9A-20). 
The pavement includes a single layer of rectangular stone 7 – 10 cm deep resting on the floor.  
The excavation around the basal portion of Stela 4 exposed a relief carving which was 
preserved below the ground surface. 
It depicts the foot of a standing 
figure facing towards the left 
(Figure 9A-21). The foot is 
wearing sandals which appear to 
have a square decoration on the 
heel. Since the stela was embedded 
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Figure 9A-23: Puxteal or La Justa Composite cense fragments from Str. T94. 
into the plaster floor of Terminal Classic period, it is very likely that Stela 4 was reset into this 
floor during the Late Postclassic period. 
Several large stones 
including rectangular cut 
limestones were exposed to the 
north of Stela 4 upon the plaster 
floor (Level 5) (Figure 9A-22). It 
appears that these stones form a 
circle like an altar. However, they 
are most likely placed to support the 
reset Stela 4. A large number of composite censer fragments were recovered around the reset 
Stela 4, especially to the west of the stela (Figure 9A-23). To locate special deposits associated 
with Stela 4, a 50 x 50 cm small excavation was placed in front of the stela, in the area between 
the stela and the stone alignment. The excavation was dug into the Terminal Classic plaster floor 
57 cm in depth (Level 6), yielding the Late Preclassic materials. No offering/special deposit was 
encountered in this excavation. 
Additional excavation units were placed at the base of the platform to the west of Stela 4, 
where we encountered the upper portions of the stela. A 27-m² area was excavated covering the 
fragments of the stela (Figure 9A-24). The fragmented stela had no remains of carvings probably 
due to surface erosion. In general, artifacts that were recovered from this area displayed burning 
on their surface, indicating that this area has been set on fire for agricultural purposes in modern 
times. A 1 x 1 m unit (1935-1767) in the southeastern corner of the excavation was further 
excavated into the fill layer (Level 3). At the base of Level 3, a floor-like pavement of soft 
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Figure 9A-24: Plan map of Unit 1738-1770 at Str. T94, showing the upper fragments of Stela 4. 
limestones was exposed throughout the unit. The few diagnostic artifacts were recovered in this 
fill, dated to the Late Classic period.  
9A-4-4.2 Artifact Distribution of Str. T94 
Numerous Postclassic censer sherds were deposited adjacent to Stela 4, especially to the 
west (Cortez et al. 2010:38; Pugh et al. 2012:9). These censers appear to have been deposited as 
ceremonial offerings because they were much larger than usual. The Postclassic censers included 
some effigy censer fragments, but the majority were non-effigy composite censers. Composite 
censers were commonly used for public and domestic ceremonial purposes in Group 23. In 
domestic Group 23B (Chapter 9B), Mumul composite of Patojo Coarse ware which had finger-
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pressed fillet and button-like disk adornos were commonly used. The same decoration of fillet 
and disks were found in Str. T94, but different ceramic wares like Gotas Composite of Uapake 
Carbonate ceramic ware and La Justa Composite of Monticulo ceramic wares were favored. 
Gotas and La Justa composite censers are thinner than Mumul composite. Inhabitants at Group 
23 may have differentiated the composited censers between public and domestic rituals. 
 Only two sherds of Topoxté Red of Clemencia Cream ware were found in all of Group 
23: one of which was recovered from the excavation around the fragmented upper portion of 
Stela 4, and the other from Group 23B (see Chapter 9B). Likewise, several rare ceramic types 
(for Tayasal) were collected from Str. T94, such as Chaman Modeled of Snail-Inclusion paste 
ware, Kulut Modeled of Uapake Carbonate paste ware, and the Fijate Composite censer type. 
These ceramics were more common in Zacpetén (Pugh 2001). The variety of effigy and non-
effigy censer types used for ceremonial activities at Str. T94 indicates that it was not only the 
Itza at Tayasal that participated in ceremonial activities but also some neighboring groups may 
have been present in this ceremonial group. 
 Numerous projectile points were encountered around Stela 4 and the fragmented upper 
portion at Str. T94. A total of 34 points were recovered including obsidian and chert/chalcedony 
(Figure 9A-25). Adjacent to Stela 4, 3 obsidian, 5 chert, and 1 chalcedony points were recovered 
(Meissner 2014:405). The rest of the points, 10 obsidian, 12 chert, 2 chalcedony, and 1 quartz 
point were scattered in the excavation area around the upper portion of the stela fragments at the 
base of the platform (Meissner 2014:405).  
Censers and projectile points appeared to have been associated with ceremonial activities 
during the Late Postclassic period in Group 23. Meissner (2014:394-400) discusses the 
ceremonial use of projectile points. Projectile points were used for the completion of the k’atun 
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Figure 9A-25: Frequency map of projectile points at Str. T94. 
cycle (Edmonson 1982:22; Meissner 2014:398). Hourglass composite censers also played an 
important role during the Wayeb' and New Year (Pop) ceremonies (Chapter 6-3-2.3, Tozzer 
1941:138-167).  These calendrical rituals may have been conducted at the reset Stela 4 during the 
Late Postclassic period. 
9A-4-5 Structure T98 
 Structure T98 is located to the south of Str. T99B (Figure 9A-2). It is a low raised 
platform about 6 x 3 m in size, oriented east-west. No formal excavation was conducted in Str. 
T98, but a 50 x 50 cm sounding excavation (Sounding #17). 
9A-4-5.1 Sounding #17 (S17) 
 Sounding #17 was located at the top of Str. T98 (Figure 9A-11). A 50 x 50 cm test pit 
was excavated to a depth of 30 cm below the surface (Figure 9A-26). As this pit is located upon 
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Figure 9A-26: Group 23A Test pit profiles: S17 West Profile and S19 East Profile 
the structure, the excavation did not continue to the depth of 50 cm, which was the principle of 
sounding excavations at Tayasal. The humus layer (7 cm in depth) contained Paxcamán Red and 
Augustine Red sherds. A fragment of a Postclassic composite censer (La Justa or Extranjeras) 
was recovered in the humus layer, indicating that ceremonial activities were conducted upon Str. 
T98. A fill or collapse layer which was composed of light gray-brown earth was deposited below 
the humus layer. This layer contained more Paxcamán Red sherds than found in the humus layer 
as well as Cambio Unslipped of Late Classic period. Fragments of animal bones were recovered 
from the fill layer. 
9A-4-6 Structure T100 
9A-4-6.1 Sounding #19 (S19) 
 The Postclassic raised shrine, Str. T100, was excavated by the University of Pennsylvania, 
yielding the Postclassic burial (see the section “Previous Excavation: Structure T100” in this 
chapter). The Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed a 50 x 50 cm sounding pit (Sounding #19) 
at the southwest corner of 
Str. T100, avoiding the 
area previously excavated 
(Figure 9A-11). It was 
excavated to a depth of 42 
cm below the surface 
(Figure 9A-26). Although 
some Postclassic sherds 
(Paxcamán Red) were 
recovered from this test 
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pit, it is likely that the area had already been excavated. 
9A-5 Summary of Group 23A 
The Late Preclassic E-Group arrangement, erection of stelae during the Classic period, 
and a Postclassic temple assemblage over the previous Preclassic occupation suggests that Group 
23 had always been an important ceremonial center for Tayasal. Archaeological investigations in 
the ceremonial group revealed numerous effigy and non-effigy censers from the Late Postclassic 
period (encountered in the ceremonial group), including the previous excavations by Ramirez 
(2004). This contradicts the previous works by the University of Pennsylvania (Chase 1983), 
which noted the scarcity of effigy censers at Tayasal. 
No formal Postclassic temple was been identified in the ceremonial group, while it is 
possible Str. T95 (the center building of the eastern structure of the E-Group) served as a temple.  
If that was the case, Group 23 is composed of a variant form of temple assemblage. The open 
hall in the west (Str. T99B) faces the raised shrine (Str. T100) and temple (Str. T95). The 
oratorio (Str. T99A) rests at a right angle to the open hall, facing the low platform or shrine (Str. 
T98) at the south.  
Since the ceremonial core at Tayasal had already been arranged as a ceremonial group 
from the Late Preclassic through the Terminal Classic period, the Postclassic inhabitants reused 
previous constructions and rearranged them into their form of temple assemblage.  This 
rearrangement included the reset of stelae in the ceremonial group. It is likely that all of the 
identified stelae (Stela 3, 4, and 5) in the group were reset during the Late Postclassic period. 
While the Postclassic occupants reused Classic and Preclassic temples, excavations have 
recovered very sparse amounts of deity effigy censers in comparison with other sites in the Petén 
lakes region. The use of such objects was the primary activity discerned in temples in the Kowoj 
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region (Pugh and Rice 2009). It is possible that the Itza capital at Nojpetén largely monopolized 
the use of such objects and, therefore, interactions with the supernatural. Instead, hourglass 
composite censers were widely utilized at Tayasal in public and domestic rituals. A large amount 
of Postclassic non-effigy censer fragments and side-notched projectile points recovered around 
the reset Stela 4 indicate that the monument was a focal point of Late Postclassic ritual 
performances. Similar uses of monuments have been found elsewhere at Zacpetén (Pugh 2001). 
Two burials were encountered in the ceremonial group: one in the raised shrine (Str. 
T100) and one in the open hall (Str. T99B). Based on the associated ceramics, both burials are 
dated to the Late Postclassic period. They demonstrated the Postclassic mortuary pattern of 
Group 23, which is a seated position facing north with abundant censer fragments scattered 
above the burial (Chapter 10). Compared to the burials in domestic contexts in Group 23, burials 
in the ceremonial group were more elaborate regarding grave type. The two burials were found 
in cist constructions. The burial at the raised shrine was recovered in the Classic period 
construction, while the burial at the open hall was encountered into the stairways.  
The shared pattern of mortuary practice within Group 23 appears to be a distinctive trait 
which is specific to the Itza at Tayasal. The variant form of temple assemblage and the distinct 
mortuary practice in Group 23 indicate a representation of the Itza social identity in practice. 
Establishing their social identity with material culture, the Itza at Tayasal incorporated the local 




Figure 9B-1: Map of Group 23B 
Chapter 9B 
Excavations in Group 23B: Residential Group 
9B-1 Introduction 
Group 23B is located to the south of a Postclassic ceremonial group, and likely rests upon 
the same platform as this assemblage (Figure 9A-1 from Group 23A). The group contains two 
distinct structures, Structures T1106 and T97, and Structure T1113 to the south (Figure 9B-1). 
The site plan composed by the University of Pennsylvania in 1971 and 1977 depicts a 
rectangular structure in this location, designated as Str. T97. A new survey by the Proyecto 
Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009 
revealed that two structures in this 
area. The two structures are 
oriented 12 degrees east of North 
and together cover an area of 10 
m long (north-south) by 
approximately 7 m wide (east-
west). The orientation of 12 
degrees east of north corresponds 
with the Postclassic ceremonial 
group to the northeast, indicating 
that  this group was tied into the 
371 
 
larger community (Table 9B-1). The two structures seemed to face one another. On the north 
side of the group is Structure T1106, facing south and to the south is Structure T97 facing north. 
These two structures were constructed in C-shape forms and were nearly symmetrical. While the 
building forms are typical for the Postclassic period, their layout is unusual and has not been 
previously reported in the Petén lakes region. We excavated Group 23B to investigate Postclassic 
domestic activities and building forms. A 12 x 12 m² excavation area was completely cleared to 
expose both structures horizontally to reveal artifact distributions. In addition, deeper test pits 
searched for the group’s construction history, though none were excavated to bedrock. 
Table 9B-1: Orientation table for Group 23B. Adjusted north 1.55° in 2009. 
Group 23B 23B 23B 
Structure T97 T1106 T1113 
Orientation 
(East of North) 
12° 12° 69.55° 
 
A modern hiking and cycling trail runs through the southeast portion of Group 23B 
disturbing another Postclassic building, Structure T1113. This structure is a typical Postclassic 
domestic construction with a retaining wall and a frontal terrace to the south. Since this structure 
had been severely damaged by the trail, it was not investigated. However, the area between Str. 
T97 and Str. T1113 (southeast of Str. T97 and northwest of Str. T1113) was excavated to discern 
a boundary between the buildings and to observe artifact distributions. 
9B-2 Architectural Composition 
9B-2-1 Structure T1106 
 Structure T1106 was mapped by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009.  It rests on 
the northern side of Group 23B and to the south of Structure T98, which is situated on the 
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Figure 9B-2: Plan Map of Strs. T97 and T1106. 
southern side of the Postclassic ceremonial group (Group 23A). From the surface, it was 
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assumed to be an L-shaped structure with only an eastern arm but clearing a humus layer (Level 
1) and a collapse layer (Level 2) revealed a C-shape structure, facing and extending its arms to 
the south.  
The eastern arm is a double row of limestone rubble running north-south (Figure 9B-2). It 
is composed of two tiers, with the wall standing on the top of the first tier of the arm. It is 
approximately 3.6 m long and 1.5 m wide. On the west edge, the upper wall is missing on the 
southern end due to tree and root disturbance. The eastern upper wall appears to be missing as 
well. The lower walls (retaining walls) are primarily formed with medium to large limestone 
rubble, especially large at the southern end. This retaining wall connects to the northern wall at 
the northeast corner of Str. T1106. The northern wall also consists of two tiers with a double row 
of medium sized limestone rubble. The upper northern wall ends at the northwest corner of the 
structure connecting to the western wall at the northwest corner of Str. T1106. The western arm 
of the structure is a single course of large limestone rubble, which appears lower than the eastern 
arm. No upper wall of the western arm was recovered as well as the southern end of the western 
arm. Because of this, the length of the western arm is unknown. There is a stone alignment to the 
south of the western arm, which appears to be the southern end. Moreover, there is an 
aggregation of small cobblestones at this alignment. 
Structure T1106 has a bench that rests on the west side of the eastern arm and the south 
side of the northern wall, creating an L-shape or C-shape inside the structure. The front room 
extends 1 m to the south and 1 m to the west. The edge of the front room is demarcated by a 
single row of limestone rubble, except the southern end of the eastern arm of the room. There is a 
double row wall of limestone rubble at the southern end of front room along the eastern arm. 
Another double-row wall construction extends from the northern wall to the south in the front 
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room, towards the western end of structures. This wall is 1.7 m long and probably separates the 
center room and the western room. A raised square bench is constructed at the interior northeast 
corner, defined by limestone rubble at the edge. The surface of the bench may have once been 
covered by plaster, though we did not recover remains of the surface.  
It is unclear whether Str. T1106 was L-shaped or C-shaped. The southern alignment of 
the western arm almost corresponds to the southern end of the bench on the eastern arm. 
Likewise, it remains uncertain whether the front room turns to the south along the western arm. It 
appears that the aggregation at the southern end of the western arm is a low square platform seen 
in Postclassic domestic structures in Zacpetén (Pugh 2004:362). A square line of stone 
construction was encountered from the Postclassic site of Santa Rita Corozal, Belize (Chase 
1985). At Santa Rita Corozal, Diane Chase (1985:113-115) considered the square construction as 
an altar, which occurred within interior shrines with the association of censers, caches, and 
burials. At Group 23B, Tayasal, it is unknown whether the alignment was an altar or a part of 
Str. T1106 because the western edge of the alignment appears to extend to the south, while the 
eastern end continues to the northern wall. This is likely an additional construction episode. 
Nevertheless, the large rubble in the southern end of the western arm does not meet this smaller 
rubble in the western wall. The similarity in masonry square construction among Postclassic sites 
suggests that it is an architectural type.  
At the east side of the eastern arm, which is outside of Str. T1106, a bench-like auxiliary 
construction was exposed along the eastern arm. Both sides of cornerstones of this bench were 
missing, but this was probably a later addition after the construction of Str. T1106. Although this 
auxiliary construction was not filled with cobbles, it is likely that the bench was surfaced with a 
plaster surface.  
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The areas between each arm of both structures contain a single row alignment of three 
large stones along the walls in both sides. The purpose and association of these stones with the 
structures are unknown, but they line up with outer wall alignments. Because of this, it is 
possible that Str. T1106 and T97 are one structure standing on a platform. Another possibility is 
that the row of stones are the edge of a low platform on which Str. T1106 and T97 rest. The 
western area between two structures contained relatively a large number of artifacts as well as a 
variety of materials including several sheets of mica (details below). Large tree roots disturbed 
the southern portion of this area, and it is possible that bioturbation lifted artifacts to the upper 
layer. Since various artifacts were recovered from this area, the alignment of three large stones 
may be a part of a ceremonial “altar,” where domestic ceremonial practices took place. 
Alignments of three or more stones forming an altar have been encountered at Santa Rita 
Corozal, Belize (Chase 1985). The configuration of three stone “altar” is also noted for the 
Postclassic site of Mayapán (Proskouriakoff 1962; see also Chase 1985:114).  
The entire structure was exposed to the base of Level 2, the collapse layer. C-shaped 
structures with an internal benches are typical architectural plans of the Postclassic period (Rice 
1985). The double-row wall construction is assumed to have had a perishable wall on the top. 
Structures T97 and T1106 appear most like oratorios, ceremonial buildings that appear in both 
domestic and civic-ceremonial contexts. A fragment of charcoal collected from in this layer 
(Level 2) was determined to be modern by the University of Arizona AMS Laboratory. 
9B-2-1.1 Previous Construction of Str. T1106 
Test unit 1902-1722 was a 1 x 2 m excavation placed in the area midway between Str. 
T1106 and Str. T97, running north-south. The unit was extended in all directions (east 2 x 2 m; 
west 2 x 2 m, north 1 x 2 m, and south 1 x 3 m) (Figure 9B-3). The major purpose of this test 
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Figure 9B-3: Group 23B Test Pit locations. Unit 1902-1722 in yellow and extensions in light blue. 
excavation was to obtain good samples of Postclassic artifacts outside of the ceremonial group; 
377 
 
Figure 9B-4: West Profile of Test Unit 1902-1722. 
to investigate the relationship between Str. T1106 and Str. T97; and to probe the construction 
sequence of Group 23B. The excavation did not reach bedrock but encountered a burial (Burial 
T1106-1) that had penetrated a plaster floor (Level 5) in the center of the test unit (Figure 9B-4).  
Level 4 was the final level in the excavation of this group. Level 4 was composed of light 
brown soil with small stone inclusions. The exposed plaster floor of Level 5 (unexcavated) 
should be associated with the Terminal Classic occupation of Group 23B because the block-cut 
wall stones that are typical form during the Late and Terminal Classic period were resting upon 
the plaster floor. Also, most of the artifacts that were recovered from the top of the floor are 
diagnostic of Late Classic to Terminal Classic period. The orientation of the encountered wall 
approximately corresponds to the site grid, which follows the North. Therefore, the earlier 
construction contradicts the settlement pattern of Postclassic occupation, which aligns 12 degrees 
east of North. The plaster floor continues around the burial feature. To the north, the unit 
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Figure 9B-5: Plan map of Level 4 in Test Unit. 
extended into the edge of the front room of Str. T1106. This suggests that the floor and wall 
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construction of Level 5 predates Str. T1106. While the wall vanishes before touching the 
construction fill of Str. T1106, the plaster floor seems to continue into the structure fill (Level 4). 
The relation of the wall to later Structure T1106 and T97 is unclear as it is oriented at the 
perpendicular to the buildings (Figure 9B-5).  
The preservation of the plaster floor was better in the area near Str. T1106 than the area 
near the burial feature. The plaster floor continues to the outside of Group 23B to the east. At the 
eastern edge of horizontal excavation of Group 23B, the floor is disturbed by several pieces of 
medium-sized limestone rubble. A second burial may have rested underneath the rubble in the 
break of the floor, but we were unable to excavate this feature because of time constraints. The 
plaster floor was sunken towards the center of Group 23B to the west due to a likely natural 
depression. 
Clearing of the construction fill on the top of plaster floor revealed two medium size 
cobbles sit in line. These stones of a wall-like feature were encountered perpendicular to the 
block-cut wall stones on the plaster floor. The removal of these stones exposed a clear break into 
the floor in an oval shape (52 x 95 cm north-south) along the block-cut wall stones. The oval 
area in the floor was filled with dark and hard soil. This dark soil fill in the plaster floor was 
designated and excavated as Burial T1106-1, which tuned out to be a burial feature (see below). 
In association with the burial feature, two cobblestones appeared to have placed as a burial 
marker above burial. 
Construction fill, Level 3, rested upon the Late/Terminal Classic occupation. Level 3 was 
characterized by dark brown soil with a mixture of small cobbles. The artifacts in Level 3 are 
mixed with later Postclassic fills and materials. The most illuminating of the levels above Burial 
T1106-1 was the concentration of Late Postclassic censer fragments. An abundance of smashed 
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Figure 9B-6: Plan map of Burial T1106-1 in Group 23B. 
censer fragments concentrated in Level 2, 30 – 40 cm above the feature. This concentration 
obviously marked the feature beneath—we observed this pattern elsewhere in Group 23 and in 
the San Bernabé mission church (Pugh et al. 2016:56). These censers were partially 
reconstructible Postclassic modeled censers, including fragments of effigy censers.  The censer 
fragments were widely distributed across the test unit, even into Level 3. Also, a relatively 
greater amount of obsidian blade fragments were recovered within Level 2 of this group. The test 
pit excavation at Group 23B, revealed not only the burial feature, but also the burial markers 
placed upon.   
9B-2-1.2 Burial T1106-1 
Burial T1106-1, a burial contained the remains of one individual placed in a cut in the 
plaster floor of Group 1902-1722.  This feature 
was exposed after the removal of Level 4, 
revealing the plaster floor at the base of Level 4. 
The feature was located largely in the Unit 1901-
1722, extending into the northern unit (Unit 
1902-1722), along the wall construction at the 
west edge of the 1 x 2 m group.  The feature 
contained human remains deposited in a matrix 
of dark brown soil. The interment appears to be a 
primary intrusive burial deposited beneath the 
plaster floor (Figure 9B-6). 
The top of Burial T1106-1 is situated 
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about 94 cm b.d. and the bottom 143 cm b.d. The length of the intrusion into the plaster surface 
(Level 5) is 95 cm and width is 52 cm, but the internment is 65cm long and 52 cm wide. The 
interment rested in the southern portion of the feature, and the northern area was filled with large 
stones that may have once covered the burial cist. The human remains were relatively in good 
condition. The human remains were in a tightly seated position. The cranium was encountered 
beneath a stone in the southeast corner of the feature. After careful removal of the possible 
capstone, the cranium appeared right side-up, facing east. However, the original position of the 
flexed body appeared to be oriented facing north. The mandible was detached and underneath the 
cranium. Several vertebras were found beneath the cranium, but ribs were missing. The cranium 
was between the femurs, which connected with tarsals and phalanges to the northwest. Fibulae 
and tibiae were found beneath the femurs. Humeri were situated parallel to the femurs, and radii 
and ulnae were at some angle to them. The pelvis was situated at the bottom of the internment. 
The body deposition shows it collapsed forward with the torso over the arms and legs.  
A fragment of obsidian blade was recovered inside the pelvis, representing possibly a 
ritual for the dead. This pattern, a fragment of obsidian blade around the pelvis as a ritual object, 
has seen commonly in the Maya area, especially from the Late Classic Period (e.g., Pendergast 
1982). At Tayasal, the previous excavation by the University of Pennsylvania recorded that a 
single obsidian blade was found in the vicinity of the pelvis at Burial T27-1 from Str. T32 (Chase 
1982:755). This burial was dated to the Early Classic period based on the accompanying vessel. 
Burial T16B-1 at Str. T118 also included an obsidian blade in the offerings (Chase 1982:431). 
Chase (1982:755) notes the similarity of the presence of obsidian blade between the Early 
Classic burial (Bu.T27-1) and the Postclassic burials of Bu. T16B-1 and Str. T108.  
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Obsidian blades appear to have been used for the bloodletting rituals performed on the 
occasion of accession to the throne associated with supernatural powers (Haines et al. 2008; 
Schele and Miller 1986; Tozzer 1941). Rituals of blood offerings using stingray spines or 
obsidian lancets were believed among the Maya to be connected to the gods. Ethnographic 
accounts (Tozzer 1941) recorded that the bloodletting rituals were still performed during the 
post-Conquest period. (Chase 1991:91) suggests that the location of bloodletting tools such as 
stingray spines and/or obsidian blades in the pelvis is associated with the practice of penis 
perforation. At Santa Rita, Belize, stingray spines were recovered in the vicinity of the pelvis: 
one from the burial of the Early Classic Period, and the other from the burial of the Late 
Postclassic Period (D. Chase 1991:92). Chase goes on to suggest that the ritual bloodletting 
practices were associated with the ceremonies for the cycles of time such as for the unlucky days 
of the Wayeb' (Chase 1991).  
Burial T1106-1 contained the relatively well preserved human remains of a male aged 
between 35-39 (Miller 2012). Katherine Miller (2012) identified some calculus and abscesses on 
the teeth, suggesting that the individual had a soft diet. Osteophytes were also seen on the 5th 
lumbar and sacral vertebra, indicating aging or degeneration by certain behaviors. Based on the 
osteological analyses, the interment had a typical health problem at Tayasal due to a dietary 
imbalance characterized by a high carbohydrate and a low protein intake (Chase 2006; Evans 
1973). Previous research on the dentition of the people excavated from Tayasal shows a dietary 
imbalance during the Postclassic period (Chase 2006; Evans 1973). The probability of calculus 
formation increases after 650 CE (Evans designates as Middle Classic from 500- 650 CE), while 
the average amount of dental caries decrease from the Late Classic onward. The dietary 
imbalance, focusing on a soft diet increases the formation of calculus. Evans (1973:492) suggests 
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Figure 9B-7: Restored Mumul Composite censers from Burial T1106-1. 
that a high carbohydrate and a low protein caused by the food relying on cultivated plants rather 
than hunting animals and collecting snails. Despite the lakeside location, the diet of the 
population at Tayasal during the Postclassic Period may have been focused heavily on the 
cultivation of plants.  
A total of 310 fragments of censer sherds were collected above Burial T1106-1. It is 
likely that the association of scattered censer sherds above the burial was a part of the burial 
practice and was some sort of offering for a termination rite associated with the mortuary ritual. 
Because the censer fragments were distributed from Level 1 through Level 3 throughout the 1 x 
2 m group, it is unlikely that the earth included censer sherds was used for the fill in the 
abandoned building.  
Burials from the other Postclassic sites of Lamanai and Santa Rita Corozal, Belize also 
include smashed censer fragments (Pendergast 1981:44, 51; Chase 1982:260). At Lamanai, 
smashed vessels were strewn over the interment in the burials dated to the thirteenth to the early 
fifteenth century. Pendergast calls this burial practice from the Postclassic period as “smash-and-
scatter” (Pendergast 1992:59). Likewise, at Santa Rita, smashed vessels were interred with the 
individual into the burial. Diane Chase notes that most of the smashed vessels refit to other 
sherds from outside of the burial 
(Chase 1982:260). Like Pendergast 
at Lamanai, Chase considered this 
practice of smashing ceramics 
before the interring them into the 
burial as a burial pattern of Late 
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Postclassic period at Santa Rita Corozal.  
Smashed censers at Burial T1106-1 at Tayasal included simple hourglass composite 
censers (Mumul Composite) as well as effigy censers (Patojo Modeled) of the Middle to Late 
Postclassic Period (Cocahmut) (Figure 9B-7). Although the smashed censers at Burial T1106-1 
were not scattered directly over the individual like at Lamanai and Santa Rita Corozal, it is 
noteworthy that the pattern of smash-and-scattering of ceramic vessels associated with burials 
during the Postclassic Period appeared in Tayasal as well. 
9B-2-2 Structure T97 
 About 2 m south of Str. T1106 stands the second C-shape structure, Structure T97, which 
faces  Str. T1106 (Figure 9B-2). Like Str. T1106, the eastern arm has two tiers, approximately 
4.4 m long and 1.4 m wide. The double row of small limestone rubble runs north-south at the 
western edge of the eastern arm and connects to the southern wall at the southern end. The 
eastern row of the eastern arm consists of larger cobblestones like Str. T1106. The eastern arm of 
Str. T97 is almost symmetrical to that of Str. T1106. The southern wall is approximately 6.8 m 
long and also composed of two tiers with a double course of cobbles running east-west. The 
lower southern wall is formed of medium limestone rubble, which is smaller than that of the 
lower northern wall of Str. T1106. The upper southern wall appears to be a single course of small 
limestone rubble, unlike the northern upper wall of Str. T1106. Several large stones form the 
southwest corner of the structure where the western arm and the southern wall merge. The 
western wall is a double-row of medium limestone rubble, unlike that of Str. T1106. The western 
wall appears to have had the upper alignment on the basal wall stones, though they are missing 
mostly across the western wall. The western wall is about 3.6 m long; longer than the present 
western wall of Str. T1106 (2.5 m).  
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Structure T97 also has a front room (or bench) that rests along the eastern arm and 
southern wall, forming the L-shape inside the structure. The front room is demarcated by a single 
course of small cobbles filled with smaller gravels. The front room extends 1 m to the west and 1 
m to the north. At the southeast corner of the front room, the room expands to the northwest 
making the front room wider (2.15 m). This is probably due to tree disturbance. Unlike Str. 
T1106, there is no room partition inside the structure. Like Str. T1106, a surface plaster was not 
preserved on the bench/room construction. Artifacts are scarce inside Str. T97, indicating that it 
was kept clean. 
The clearing of the southern wall of Str. T97 revealed several medium to large stones 
rested outside of the corners (Figure 9B-2). This feature was also found at the northwest corner 
of Str. T1106. It seems likely that they were used to support the poles for the thatched roof at the 
four corners. Although this construction technique has not been reported from any Postclassic 
sites before, further excavation on domestic structures at the Itza region may demonstrate the Itza 
structure types. 
 This structure was only excavated through the base of Level 2, exposing the extant final 
architectural constructions, except the north of the eastern arm and the northern part of the room 
along the eastern arm.  The northern edge of the front room along the eastern arm was excavated 
through the plaster floor (Level 5).  Although the floor was exposed, no other construction was 
encountered. A carbon sample (AA99318) of charcoal from inside the room was dated with 
AMS analysis (University of Arizona) and yielded a Conventional Age of 712±37 BP, calibrated 
to 1244 to 1311 CE (95.4% probability) (Table 9B-2). Thus the carbon date suggests the 
occupation of Str. T97 during the Middle Postclassic period. 
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Table 9B-2: Radiocarbon results from Group 23B and Str. T1114 in Group 27B. 
Sample # Structure Material 14C age BP Calibrated (95.4% 
probability) 
AA99318 T97 charcoal 712 ± 37 1244-1311 CE 
AA99322 T1114 charcoal 219 ± 44 1725-1815 CE 
 
A large refuse deposit was found outside (west) of the western arm and behind (south) 
the southern wall, including a large number of animal bone fragments, figurines, and trumpet and 
scroll feet of Postclassic tripod vessels. The bone fragments were concentrated along the outside 
edge of the western wall. The refuse deposit at the outside of the western wall continues 3 m to 
the north along the edge of the group. Compared to Str. T1106, Str.T97 contained more domestic 
artifacts such as grinding tools and spindle whorls. 
9B-2-3 Structure T1113 
Structure T1113 was located 4 m south of Str. T97, oriented 69.55 degrees east of north 
(Figure 9B-1) (Table 9B-1). Although Str. T1113 rests in between two domestic groups, the 
orientation of the structure’s angle does not correspond to any structures in Group 23. It appears 
likely that this structure stands alone rather than being arranged in the groups. This structure is 
not included on the map by the University of Pennsylvania; thus it was designated as Structure 
T1113 by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal in 2009.  The main structure is approximately 3 m 
long and 1.5 m wide, facing to the southwest. This structure is a typical Postclassic domestic 
construction with a retaining wall and a frontal terrace to the south. Structure T1113 was 
constructed of large cobbles in a matrix of small cobbles. The southern terrace edge stands 5 m 
southwest of Structure T1113 and was constructed of the large cobbles. The terrace has a step or 
an apron, which is 0.4 m lower than the main structure. Some of the wall and terrace stones went 
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Figure 9B-8: Locations of Sounding #24 and units for Str. T1113. 
missing because the modern tourist trail runs over this structure and frontal terrace. The surface 
of the structure has also been severely damaged. Due to these conditions of the structure on the 
trail as well as the fact that the trail is used by local people daily, we decided not to excavate Str. 
T1113. However, the areas around the structure (the northern and southern sides of Str. T1113) 
were excavated in to find a boundary between the buildings and to observe artifact distributions. 
9B-2-4 Sounding #24 (S24) 
 Sounding #24 (1891.125-1722.624) was a 50 x 50 cm test unit placed approximately 2 m 
northeast from Str. T1113 (Figure 9B-8). This unit is located on the modern tourist trail; thus the 
surface has been disturbed. The humus layer (Level 1) was composed of a 10 cm-thick, dark 
gray-brown soil with a large quantity of ceramics (n=147). Of 147 sherds, 107 were the 
Postclassic sherds including 
Paxcamán Red (n=48) and Pozo 
Unslipped (n=34). Below the 
humus rested a fill layer (Level 2) 
which was composed of a dark 
gray brown soil with small 
limestones. The frequency of 
artifacts was lower (n=33) than 
the humus level, and no censer 
fragments like those over Burial 
T1106-1 were recovered from this 
test pit. It is noteworthy to 
mention that one possible 
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Figure 9B-9: Sounding#24 West profile. 
Topoxté Red ware was recovered in this fill layer. This is the only sample of Topoxté Red from 
Group 23B. To confirm that the ware was Topoxté Red, the petrographic analysis needs to be 
done for this sample.  
A plaster floor (Floor 1) was found at a depth of 
34 cm below the surface (Figure 9B-9). This floor rests 
higher in the level than the floor found at Str. T1106 
above the burial. In fact, this floor may correspond to 
Floor 1 that was found in the test pit in Group 23C, 44 m 
south of S24 (see Chapter 9C). It is likely that this floor 
was constructed during the Postclassic period. Floor 1 
was a slightly slopped north-south and had 4 to 5 cm 
thickness, resting upon a ballast fill of limestones (Level 
3). The ballast fill was composed of a ray brown soil with 
some small stones extended to the depth of 51 cm below 
the surface. A fragment of an unidentified figurine was recovered from this level including the 
Late/Terminal Classic sherds. 
9B-2-5 3 x 3 m Unit (1895-1720) 
 The north of Str. T1113 was excavated only to the humus level because no construction 
feature was identified at the base of this level (Level 1). This area was tested by a 3 x 3 m unit, 
located 1 m south of the southern wall of Str. T97 and 2 m north of the northwest corner of Str. 
T1113 (Figure 9B-8). Artifacts were concentrated in the southern 3 x 3 m units, which lie exactly 
in between two structures. Two to ten times more Paxcamán Red ceramic type sherds (n=72) 
were collected from the southwestern unit than any other units excavated. It is unknown if this 
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concentration was associated with either Str. T97 or T1113. There is a gradual increase from 
north to south; thus, it is unlikely that the concentration in the southern unit was a part of the 
refuse deposit of Str. T97. More obsidian prismatic blades were found from the center unit in the 
south (n=12), including one obsidian projectile point. The point is 1.6 cm, side-notched, and 
square-based. It appears to have been made from trimmed flake or blade and resharpened several 
times. 
9B-2-6 2 x 3 m Unit (1888-1721) 
 To the south of Str. T1113, a 3 x 3 m unit was laid out for the investigation to find a 
boundary to Group 23B to the southeast (Figure 9B-8). However, due to the presence of two 
large trees towards the southeast corner of the unit, only 5 of 1 x 1 m units in the north towards 
Str. T1113 were excavated within this block. Compared to the northern side of the structure, the 
southern side did not yield many artifacts. Level 1(the humus layer) contained a small number of 
ceramics from the Postclassic period, such as Paxcamán Red and Pozo Unslipped wares. No 
lithics were found.  
9B-2-7 Summary of Architectural Composition of Group 23B 
 Excavations in Group 23B revealed that this group was mostly occupied through the 
Postclassic period. The orientation of the group corresponds to the ceremonial group to the north, 
suggesting the strong correlation between this domestic group and the Postclassic ceremonial 
group. Furthermore, a test pit excavation to the south of Group 23B suggests that this area was 
substantially occupied during the Preclassic period as well. The Early Classic occupation is 
represented very low throughout Tayasal in general. Thus, excavations determined that 
Postclassic occupation of Group 23B were situated in areas with earlier construction and 
occupied for long intervals. 
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Structures T1106 and T97 are both C-shaped structures facing one another. Structure 
T1106 has an interior C- or L-shaped bench with room divisions, while Str. T97 has an interior 
L-shaped bench with no division in the room. Structure T1106 has an external bench along the 
east arm, suggesting that this was additional construction episode. Excavations revealed no traces 
of plaster floor on the benches of Strs. T1106 and T97, and that exterior walls were constructed 
in two tiers, presumably supporting perishable walls and a thatched roof. 
The configuration of two structures facing each other appears to be rare in the Petén lakes 
region. It is possible that Strs. T1106 and T97 are one big structure standing on a platform, 
facing to the west. In that case, the three large stones laid on the western edge between two 
structures referred to as an “altar” above, could be a feature for the domestic shrine at the 
entrance of the house. The symmetrical aspect of the structure further suggests dualism of the 
Maya ideology.  
Structure T1113 located to the southeast of Group 23B appears a typical Postclassic 
structure with a frontal terrace facing to the southwest. It is uncertain to which domestic group in 
the vicinity Str. T1113 belongs. The orientation of Str. T1113 does not correspond to Strs. T1106 
and T97, as well as the ceremonial buildings to the north of Group 23B. It is likely that Str. 
T1113 stands alone in between two residential groups. 
The ceramic assemblage of Strs. T1106 and T97 diagnostic to the Late/Terminal Classic 
and Postclassic periods, suggesting that Group 23B was occupied contemporaneously. A burial 
in between Strs. T1106 and T97 appeared to have been constructed during the Postclassic period 
into the floor of the Terminal Classic period. The orientation of the Terminal Classic 
construction appeared to have been toward north, while that of the Postclassic period moved to 
12 degrees east of north.  
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A burial was accompanied with smashed censer fragments in a pattern like the “smash-
and-scatter” seen in the Postclassic centers in Belize. The smashed censers included a large 
number of effigy censer fragments, which are typical to the Late Postclassic period. Non effigy 
censers, such as composite types were also included in the “smash-and-scatter” assemblage. 
Similar burial practice has been identified from Str. T100 in the ceremonial group to the north 
and from Str. T53 in Group 23C to the southeast. The mortuary pattern of seated burials facing 
the north overlaid with censer fragments appears to be an Itza burial practice, as this pattern has 
not been previously identified in this region.  
In summary, Group 23B demonstrates a residential and mortuary pattern of the Itza group 
at Tayasal, which has not been reported from the Kowoj region. The Itza at Tayasal appeared to 
have constructed their communal practices to differentiate themselves from the neighboring 
groups such as the Kowoj. In addition, the group incorporated their communal practices into the 
local past through the construction of residences and burials into the Late/Terminal Classic and 
Preclassic buildings.  
9B-3 Artifact Assemblages 
Artifact assemblages in Group 23B include civic-ceremonial refuse from the Postclassic 
period. The rooms appear to have been kept clean because few artifacts were found inside the 
structures. In Structure T1106, artifacts were concentrated in the north behind the northern wall, 
with the densest concentration behind the northeast corner of the structure. This appears to be a 
ceremonial refuse deposit. Contents include two obsidian projectile points, net weight, and large 
numbers of trumpet and scroll feet from Postclassic tripod vessels, as well as large numbers of 
Postclassic diagnostic ceramics sherds.  
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Smashed censer fragments were collected above the burial (Burial T1106-1) and its 
surrounding area. 13% of the total Postclassic censer fragments within Group 23B were 
concentrated in the 2 x 3m around the burial area, about 15 to 40cm below the surface (Level 1 
and 2). Another large refuse deposit was found at the “altar” stones at the western edge of the 
group. Various kinds of ceremonial artifacts, such as several fragments of mica sheets and a 
Postclassic figurine, were also found around the “altar” stones. In addition, another refuse 
deposit of civic-ceremonial items was identified to the west of this altar stones, outside of the 
western edge of the group. This refuse deposit continues to the southwest corner of Str. T97. The 
west of Str. T97 includes more animal bones than the other refuse deposit in the group. A large 
number of Paxcamán and Augustine Red ceramics were also collected from behind Str. T97 (to 
its south).  
9B-3-1 Ceramic Artifacts 
In total, 13,559 ceramic sherds were recovered from Group 23B. Of the 13,559, 10,037 
(74%) were Postclassic diagnostic sherds. The inclusion of ceramics in refuse deposits allows us 
to assess when the objects were discarded. The refuse deposit at the northeast corner of Str. 
T1106 included 86% of Postclassic diagnostic ceramics (598 sherds of total 695 sherds) (Figure 
9B-10). Since the majority of ceramic sherds were heavily weathered, the classification was 
made through the observation of paste. Within the Postclassic ceramics, 246 fragments (41% of 
total Postclassic ceramics) were Snail-inclusion paste wares, including Paxcamán Red. The 
inclusion of tripod vessel support was marked in this refuse deposit. There were seven tripod feet 
of Paxcamán Red (or Snail-inclusion paste group wares), comprising 6% of total ceramic 
supports from Group 23B. 
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Figure 9B-10: Ceramic Frequencies in Group 23B 
The refuse deposit behind the south wall of Str. T97 also included many ceramic sherds 
(n=1,645).  Like the northeast corner of Str. T1106, this refuse deposit contained mostly 
Postclassic diagnostic ceramics (94%). Snail-inclusion paste wares made up 39% of total 
Postclassic ceramics. The inclusion of many fragments of Postclassic tripod vessel feet is also 
notable (n=24). Like the sherds from Str. T1106, they were heavily weathered and only 
identifiable through the paste. Interestingly, Augustine Red type was more frequent in the refuse 
of Str. T97 than Str. T1106. While the refuse deposit in Str. T1106 contained 0.01% of 
Augustine Red, the refuse deposit in Str. T97 recovered 11% within the Postclassic ceramics. 
Overall, Paxcamán Red is more frequent than Augustine Red in Str. T97. The ratio of Augustine 
Red to Paxcamán Red for Str. T1106 is approximately 1:10, while the ratio for Str. T97 is 1:7. 
Augustine Red fragments were 
mostly recovered from the refuse 
deposit behind the southern wall of 
Str. T97. Paxcamán Red was more 
heavily concentrated in the refuse 
deposit to the west of west wall. 
For both Strs. T1106 and T97, 
there were not many artifacts 
recovered from inside the structure. 
The low concentration of ceramic 
sherds inside the structure suggests 
that the building was well cleaned 
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Figure 9B-11: Group 23B tripod feet. A) and B) Trumpet form, Snail-Inclusion 
ware from Str. T97, C) Turkish slipper form, Snail-Inclusion ware from Str. 
T97, and D) Effigy form, Vitzil Orange-Red ware from Str. T97 
until its abandonment. 
Artifact concentration to the west of “altar” in the area between western arms of Group 
23B included a large number of ceramics (Figure 9B-10). A total of 2680 ceramic sherds were 
recovered from this concentration. Postclassic diagnostic ceramics composed 82% of the 
ceramics in the concentration, and about half (56%) of Postclassic ceramics were snail-inclusion 
paste wares. A large number (n=43) of Postclassic tripod vessel feet was recovered—95% of 
them are of the Paxcamán Red type (Figure 9B-11). The concentration included fourteen scroll-
formed feet and one effigy foot. Since the ceramic assemblage in the concentration was 
comprised mainly of plates and jars of Paxcamán Red types, it is unknown if this concentration 
was a refuse deposit of civic-ceremonial practices around the “altar” stones. In other words, we 
should expect to see more remains of ceremonial censers if the stones were part of an “altar.” 
However, only 137 fragments of Postclassic censers (6% of total Postclassic ceramics) were 
recovered from this area.  
Censer fragments were concentrated in the center of the group, to the south of the eastern 
arm of Str. T1106 (Figure 9B-10). The concentration was extraordinary, and the burial feature 
was discovered below it. Several 
sherds were exposed underneath 
the room fill of buildings, 
indicating the deposit predates the 
construction of Strs. T1106 and 
T97. The recovered censers were 
mostly from the Patojo ceramic 
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group (details below). A total of 1862 ceramic sherds were recovered from this area from Level 
1 through Level 3 above the burial feature. Postclassic diagnostic ceramics comprise 78% 
(n=1450) of the total number of the ceramic concentration. Within the Postclassic ceramics, 93% 
(n=1344) were Postclassic censer fragments. Some of the censer fragments were reconstructible. 
The shape of reconstructed censers suggested that smashed censer fragments included Mumul 
composite types of Patojo ceramic group, which has an hourglass form with an applique of 
buttons and fillets (Figure 9B-7). The recovered censer sherds from the concentration included 
138 sherds that remained unclassified due to heavy erosion.  
It appears that the concentration of Postclassic censer fragments was intentional. Unlike 
the refuse deposits from behind structures described above, the assemblages of Postclassic 
ceramics include fewer domestic plates and jars of Paxcamán Red type. Thus, the deposit of the 
Postclassic censer sherds over the burial feature is likely a marker for the burial beneath. 
Although the burial did not contain offerings (except a fragment of obsidian blade), the 
Postclassic censers placed above the burial suggest that the occupants of Group 23B during the 
Postclassic period practiced this “smash-and-scatter” censer pattern (details below). 
9B-3-1.1 Rare ceramics 
A fragment of Tohil Plumbate pottery was retrieved from inside the front room to the 
southeast corner of the eastern arm of Str.T97. The fragment has a grey to olive green exterior 
and darker olive green interior color with vertical fluted decoration. Nineteen fine orange sherds 
were recovered from Group 23B. They were found in the refuse deposit behind Str. T97 and 
around the “altar” stones in between two buildings. Imitation types were also present in this 
group, with eighteen fragments of imitation Fine Orange wares collected. There was only one 
sherd of imitation Fine Orange wares that included mica particles in the paste. Imitations were 
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Figure 9B-12: Effigy censer fragments above the burial T1106-1 in Group 
23B. A) and B) face with punched eye pupil, C) a right leg wearing skirt. 
recovered from the refuse deposits (behind both structures and by the “altar”). All of the fine 
orange sherds including the imitations were heavily eroded. Thus, it was not possible to classify 
these into types. The eroded sherds are so thin that they are not fragments of big jar or olla. 
9B-3-1.2 Postclassic Censers 
 A fragment of a face from a human effigy censer was collected from the concentration of 
censer fragments above burial T1106-1 in Group 23B (Figure 9B-12A). The eye pupil was 
punched and the mouth was open with projected teeth. The lower eyelid was protruded, and the 
remains of stuccowere attached on surface. It appears that the nose and ears were perforated as 
well. These parts of modeled human effigy censers typically attached to the cylindrical censer 
vase forms (Rice 1987:185). The punched eye pupils are only reported from Belize, the east 
coast of Yucatán, and Petén (Milbrath et al. 2008:105; Smith 1971:212). Chen Mul Mapayan-
style effigy censers usually have painted pupils, rather than perforated ones. Hence, this fragment 
of an effigy censer face is like other Petén effigy censers from Zacpetén or Nixtun-Ch'ich', which 
are local types of Mayapán Chen Mul censers. 
Another fragment of effigy censers also came from the concentration of censers above 
the burial T11106-1. A ceramic 
fragment of the foot with an ankle 
was recovered at the northwest 
corner of Str. T97. It is 13 cm long, 
and 7 cm wide and the figure itself 
appears to have worn a long skirt 
covering the ankle (Figure 9B-
12C). It resembles the semi-
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Figure 9B-13: Postclassic figurine from Group 23B. 
reconstructed Patojo modeled effigy censer from Zacpetén (Rice and Cecil 2009: Figure12.3). As 
Rice and Cecil proposed, this leg may represent a female (probably the deity Ixchel). Two toes 
(the fourth and pinky) are missing, but there are no toenails and no footwear worn. 
Composite censers from Group 23B at Tayasal appear to have more button applique than 
spikes, unlike in the Macanché lakes region where spikes were more common (Rice 1987). There 
are several partially reconstructible censers from the concentration above the burial. A large 
number of fragments with characteristics typical to Patojo Ceramic Group pastes were classified 
into “unknown Patojo Ceramic Group.” This is because effigy censers also contain plain 
cylindrical vase forms fronted by modeled human figure. Modeled and composite censers are 
indistinguishable from a piece of undecorated sherd. 
A handled ladle censer fragment was found from the corner room of Str. T1106. The 
paste is the same for Patojo Ceramic Group, coarse and yellowish brown. Like Mumul 
Composite censers, other parts of ladle censers are indistinguishable from the type-variety 
system. They should also be included within the “unknown Patojo Ceramic Group” in the 
ceramic classification. Although only one fragment was recovered from Group 23B, it is 
noteworthy that the ladle censers 
were used at Tayasal. 
9B-3-1.3 Other Ceramic Artifacts 
A large fragment of a 
Postclassic mold-made ceramic 
female figurine was recovered from 
the northeast corner of this “altar” 
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area (Figure 9B-13). It is 11.6cm long, 5 cm wide, and varies between 0.5 and 2.0 cm in 
thickness. The paste of the ceramic has snail inclusion and looks yellow-gray. It is unknown if 
the figurine had slip or paint, as the surface is severely eroded. There is a perforation on the side, 
possibly all the way through to the other side. The back of figurine appears to have been added to 
form a hollow. The image is of a personage depicted on one side, laying hands on her stomach. It 
resembles figurines from Macanché (Rice 1987:203, Figure 68), Ixlú (Rice 2009: Figure 12.14), 
Topoxté (Hermes 2000: Figure 62), and Tipu (Graham 1991: Figure 15-2d,e). These figurines 
were common during the Late Postclassic period and may represent elite females or female 
engaged in ritual (Halperin 2012a). The figure is attired in a headdress, earplugs, a necklace or 
collar, bracelet, and possibly a skirt and a quechquemitl (triangle neck garment). It holds a 
circular object, likely a mirror. The facial expression is very similar to that of a figure found at 
Ixlú (Rice and Cecil 2009: Figure 12.14a), with protruding lips with teeth and possible fangs. 
The eyes are goggled (possibly Tlaloc), though the eye pupils are not punched like the one from 
Ixlú. Rice and Cecil (2009:292-296) note that about a dozen of such female figurines were 
recovered at Zacpetén. 
A small solid figurine was recovered from the refuse deposit next to the west wall of Str. 
T97. This zoomorphic figurine has the Vitzil Orange-red paste, commonly shared with 
Augustine Red vessels, and only the head and neck are present (Figure 9B-14A). Halperin (2013) 
notes that figurines of Vitzil Orange-red paste are uncommon in this region. The figurine is 3.6 
cm long including neck and head and 2.0 cm wide around the head. The neck is 2.5 cm long and 
0.8 to 1.3 cm wide. It is solid and crudely handmade. The head portion appears to have been 
added to the neck part before it was fully shaped. The eyes and mouth are carved and incised 
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Figure 9B-14: Ceramic artifacts from Group 23B. A) Zoomorphic figurine (deer?) from Str. T97; B) Figurine (God L or N?) 
from Str. T97; C) Spindle whorl from  Str. T97; D) Ceramic pestle from Str. T97. 
using a sharp tool. The left eyeball is missing. The ears are carved to be split, and the nostrils tilt 
upwards. It appears to be depicting a deer head.  
Two spindle whorls were recovered from Str. T97: one from the top of the southern wall, 
and the other from the front room. A fragment of ceramic pestle was also recovered near 
fragments of grater bowls and spindle whorls (Figure 9B-14D). The pestle is cylindrical, 
becoming increasingly conical towards the bottom where it grinds on the molcajete (grater 
bowl). The bottom has punctations, like a showerhead. The punctations are extended about 1 cm 
deep. The top of pestle is missing, but it is possible that it had had an effigy face such as the one 
from Punta Nima (Rice 1987: Figure 70). Several similar pestles have been recovered from 
Nojpeten (author’s observation). The paste is reddish yellow-brown with white speckles, 
characteristic of Patojo Ceramic Group.  
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Figure 9B-15: Lithic tools from Group 23B. A) Adze or lance from near 
"altar"; B) Green obsidian point from Str. T1106. 
A spindle whorl was discovered inside the unit containing the pestle and grater bowl 
sherds. It was collected in the center of the back bench inside the room. The spindle whorl is 
made of clay using a Petén Gloss Ware paste, commonly known as Tinaja Red ceramic type 
from the Late to Terminal Classic period (Figure 9B-14C). The form is conical and with incised 
decoration on the top. The diameter is 2.8 cm, and the center hole is 0.9 cm in diameter.  Another 
spindle whorl was found behind the southern wall in the center: it must have been discarded as 
trash. A fragment of a figurine head was recovered from the humus layer in the area to the 
southwest of southwest corner of Str. T97. This human head wears a headdress, its facial 
expression aged (Figure 14B). Based on these iconographic attributes, it is possibly an elderly 
deity (God L or N) (Halperin 2013). The paste of the figurine is Petén Gloss Ware which is 
tempered with ash, ferruginous and mica inclusion (Halperin 2013). This paste is common for 
Late to Terminal Classic period. A total of four ceramic net weights were recovered from refuse 
deposits of Str. T97. Two net weights were collected from the western side of the western arm. 
They represent a secondary use of Paxcamán Red type of Snail-inclusion Paste wares from the 
Postclassic period. The other two net weights were outside of southeast and southwest corner of 
the structure. 
9B-3-2 Lithic Artifacts 
9B-3-2.1 Chipped Stone Artifacts 
Stone artifacts discussed 
here include obsidian, cherts, and 
chalcedonies. A total 1,261 chipped 
stone artifacts were recovered from 
Group 23B. A variety of chipped 
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Figure 9B-16: Projectile points from Group 23B. A) Obsidian point from Str. T97, B)-E) Obsidian points from Str. T1106, F) 
Obisidan point from Str. T1113, G) and H) Chert points from Str. T1106. 
stone artifacts were recovered in the area around the stone “altars.” A 20 cm-long biface 
spearhead or adze was deposited just east of the stones. This chalcedony biface is slightly side-
notched, likely used for hafting (Figure 9B-15A). Also, relatively large numbers of obsidian 
prismatic blade fragments were found to the south and east of these stones.  
The relative abundance of obsidian tools and flakes at Group 23B (n=526) suggests that 
obsidian may have been easily obtainable at Tayasal. The obsidian blades are so thin that they 
are easily destroyed upon use. Nevertheless, obsidian blades were preferred in domestic activities 
to coarser chert and chalcedonies that were locally obtainable. Obsidian was obtained through 
long-distance trade mainly from Guatemala highlands, probably through exchange networks or 
merchants (Rice and Cecil 2009). A blade fragment of green obsidian was found from the earlier 
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construction of Str. T1106, on the plaster floor. Green obsidian is considered to come from 
Pachúca, Hidalgo, Mexico. Only four blade cores were found in this group, representing 0.7% of 
the 526 pieces. Of the total obsidian samples, there are 443 blades and 69 flakes/chips. One of 
the obsidian blades was found in the burial T1106-1, deposited in the pelvis area possibly as an 
offering (details in the burial feature section). 
A fragment of a leaf-shaped point was found on the top of the earlier construction of Str. 
T1106 (Figure 9B-15B). It is 5 cm-long and 2.2 cm wide and probably stemmed. This well-made 
biface point was manufactured from green obsidian, thought to be from Pachúca, Central 
Mexico. It was recovered in Level 4, associated with the earlier wall and floor construction 
underneath Str. T1106. The point was placed on the top of the wall stone, located at the northern 
end of the unit 1904-1722 (Figure 9B-6). Ceramics associated this level are from the 
Late/Terminal Classic period. The point also resembles biface points from Aguateca (Aoyama 
2005: Figure 3a-c). It is unknown whether the point was placed deliberately on the top of the 
wall stone, because the upper stone of the wall slid to the east on to the plaster floor. 
A total 8 projectile points (2 chert, 6 obsidian) were recovered from Group 23B (Figure 
9B-16). One of them is from Str. T97 (Figure 9B-16A), while one obsidian point was recovered 
3 m to the south of the southern wall of Str. T97 in the area between Str. T97 and Str. T1113 
(Figure 9B-16F). All of the projectile points from Str. T1106 were found behind the building to 
the north. On the other hand, an obsidian projectile point from Str. T97 was found inside the 
building. Since no projectile points were recovered around the “altar” stones, projectile points 
were unlikely to have been valuable items at Tayasal during the Postclassic period. 
Despite the recovery of only one point from Str. T97, more expedient tools were 
collected at Str. T97 than Str. T1106. Most of them are broken in half, but the edges were 
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Figure 9B-17: Mica sheets from Group 23B. 
Figure 9B-18: Crystal beads from Group 23B 
retouched for pestling. These expedient stone tools include utilized flakes, bifaces, unifaces, 
choppers, scrapers, hammerstones, and drills. Raw materials of the expedient tools are mostly 
low-grade cherts and chalcedonies, suggesting that expedient tools were produced locally at 
Tayasal. Additionally, the presence of chert and chalcedony cores appear to have been utilized in 
various ranges in Group 23B. Analyses of chipped stone tools are still ongoing, however, 
expedient and re-sharpened core tools indicate that the production of lithic tools occurred in 
domestic contexts at Tayasal.  
9B-3-2.2 Other Stone Artifacts 
A variety of other stone 
artifacts, such as stone ornaments, were 
recovered from Group 23B, especially 
around the “altar” stones as well as in 
the refuse deposit in the western side of 
the group. Fragments of a rock crystal 
bead were collected in the western side with 
details described below. Several sheet fragments 
of mica were found in the “altar” area, as well as 
at the refuse deposit in the southeast corner 
(Figure 9B-17). Very thin and fragile mica sheets 
were deposited in layers. Since mica sheets have 
rarely been reported in Mesoamerica, the function 
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Figure 9B-19: Fragment of mano from Str. T1106. 
and procurement of mica are yet unknown.  
At the western side of the “altar” stones, two fragments of broken rock crystal beads (refit 
together) were collected separately; one from the southwest of the “altar” stones and one from 1 
m north of the “altar.” The crystal bead is about 2 cm in diameter, 1.26 cm height, and 1 cm thick 
(Figure 9B-18). It is polished on the outer surface and the hole was biconically penetrated from 
both sides. Another polished crystal bead was recovered from Str.T247 in Cerro Mo′, which is 
located at 1.15 km northeast of Group 23 (Halperin 2012:60). This bead appeared to be the same 
shape as one from Str. T1106. Structure T247 is a small Postclassic C-shaped shrine excavated 
by Christina Halperin in 2011 (Halperin 2012). The crystal bead was recovered from inside the 
shrine along with other ceremonial artifacts such as effigy censer fragments and obsidian 
projectile points (Halperin 2012:60). This crystal bead may have been imported through the 
long-distance trade probably from Otumba (see Chapter 3-3-2.4). 
9B-3-3 Groundstone Artifacts 
Ground stone artifacts recovered from Group 23B include manos and metates. A 
fragment of mano was found on the plaster floor of the earlier construction of Str. T1106 (Figure 
9B-19). The mano is rectangular shaped limestone. The surface shows grinding as it is worn on 
all four sides. Three mano fragments were recovered from Str. T97, outside of the building. No 
details on these manos from Str. T97 are available 
currently. The manos were fragments so they were 
undoubtedly discards. A metate fragment was 
found upside-down on the top of the southern 
basal wall of Str. T97. Since it was broken and 
found upside-down, it was possibly discarded 
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there after its use or reused as a wall stone. Three additional ground stones were recovered from 
Str. T97, but their use has not been identified. Further analysis of the ground stone artifacts is 
needed. 
The occurrence of manos and metates at Group 23B indicates that domestic activities 
took place there. All the broken fragments recovered from the refuse deposits suggest that these 
buildings were not suddenly abandoned. Rather, the rooms were swept clean, and wastes of 
domestic paraphernalia were disposed in the refuse pile behind each building. 
9B-3-4 Faunal Remains 
Significant quantities of animal bone, primarily large mammals, were present in Group 
23B. Most were recovered from the refuse deposits of Postclassic period contexts on the west 
side of “altar” stones. Animal bones recovered from the refuse deposit in the outside of west wall 
show evidence of burning. It is unknown if the burning occurred during domestic or ceremonial 
use. Large fragments are identified as lower limb bones of both whitetail and brocket deer 
(Freiwald 2012). Interestingly, a fragment of deer head made of clay was recovered from the 
same refuse deposit to the west (Figure 9B-14A).  
Compared to the significant quantities of large mammals remains, a relatively small 
number of other mammal and bird bones were identified from the refuse deposits. It has been 
noted the small number of shells such as large round apple snails or Pomacea and Jute shells 
were uncovered at Tayasal (Carolyn Freiwald, personal communication 2014). There is one 
concentration of Pomacea shells at the west side of the western arm of Str. T97. Nevertheless, 
compared to those at Zacpetén (Pugh 2001), it appears that fewer shells were recovered from 
domestic structures at Tayasal. If it is the case, there might be different food resources used for 
the Itza and from that of the Kowoj. 
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9B-4 Summary of Group 23B 
 Artifacts recovered from Group 23B suggest that a wide range of domestic rituals were 
conducted at residences at Tayasal during the Postclassic period. These ritual activities were 
probably performed on the western side of the group, around the “altar” stones. The west of the 
“altar” seems to be a ceremonial refuse area since numerous rare objects were collected around 
“altar” stones towards the southwest of Str. T97. Ceremonial refuses included rock crystal beads, 
a polished adze, ceramic figurines, several sheets of mica, and burned large mammal bones. A 
wide variety of rare objects in this group indicate that occupants were elites. They probably had 
access to Mixtec rock crystal bead by way of exchange (see Chapter 3-3-2.4).  
Ceremonial and domestic wastes were deposited behind structures as well as on the west 
side of the “altar” stones. The inside of buildings were kept clean, especially the benches. 
Domestic wastes such as broken manos, metates, and spindle whorls were recovered more to the 
south of Str. T97 than north of Str. T1106. This suggests that domestic activities occurred mainly 
on Str. T97.  
There is virtually nothing that can be said about each production area on Group 23B on 
the basis of chipped stone artifacts. No figurine molds were found in this area, suggesting that 
figurines were manufactured elsewhere. Food preparation, however, appears to have occurred, 
based on the presence of manos and metates and pestles and grater bowls. Broken obsidian 
blades may also indicate food preparation activities. Projectile points became smaller in the 
Postclassic period implying a shift in hunting practices away from larger mammals, especially a 
preference to that of smaller mammals using bow-and-arrow (see Chapter 3-3-2.2).  
The Postclassic occupants in Group 23B placed the burial into the Terminal Classic 
plaster floor, scattering the Postclassic censer fragments on the top of burial as a marker. These 
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Postclassic censers included effigy and non-effigy censers. Non-effigy censers were mostly 
Mumul Composite type an hourglass form with finger-impressed fillets and button appliques. 
Some of them are partially reconstructible, but the majority cannot be reconstructed. This 
suggests that censers were smashed in the different location and deposited above the burial. The 
hourglass censers appear to be associated with the calendrical rituals such as Wayeb' and New 
Year’s Day (Pop) ceremonies as seen in the Madrid and Dresden codices. These ceremonies may 
have included smashing censers as a termination ritual. 
Evidence for long-distance exchange is present but very tenuous. Imported ceramics such 
as Fine Orange ware and Plumbate are very rare. Indeed, most of the pottery appears to be 
locally made using the lacustrine clay with a carbonated temper. Likewise, green obsidian from 
Pachúca valley in Central Mexico is rare; other Guatemalan sources (primarily from Ixtepeque) 
were more common in general at Tayasal (see the section of obsidian analysis in Chapter 10). 
Evidence for connections between Tayasal and other neighboring sites in the Petén lakes region 
is also slim. Postclassic pottery types such as Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red commonly 
occurred at Group 23B, while Topoxté Red type that is thought to be associated with the Kowoj, 
was rarely identified in Group 23B. Topoxté Red of Clemencia Cream Paste ware was 
manufactured in the area of Lake Yaxha and was rarely traded to the neighboring sites (Cecil 
1999, 2007). Images of effigy censers and figurines suggest a sharing of motifs and styles 
between other Late Postclassic sites in northern Yucatán and Belize. The Late Postclassic 
occupants in the Petén lakes region may have had an emphasis on local production of pottery, 





Figure 9C-1: Group 23C Test Pits 
Chapter 9C 
Excavations in Group 23C: Residential Group 
9C-1 Introduction 
Group 23C is situated to the southeast of Group 23B. Group 23C and extends to the 
southern edge of the massive elevated platform and contains at least seven discrete structures 
(Strs. T52-T58) around a plaza (Figure 9C-1). Arlen Chase (1983:367) notes that this plaza 
group is dominated by Str. T58 on the southern edge of the group. Structure T58, the tallest 
structure in this group, is about 1 m 
in height. Structures T52 and T53 
are aligned in the north facing to 
the south. Structures T54, T56, and 
T57 rest on the west along the 
platform edge. Structure T55 faces 
to the northwest on the southeastern 
edge of the plaza. It appears that the 
southeast corner of the group has 
eroded and collapsed from the edge 
of the massive platform. The rear of 
Str. T55 also collapsed along the 
edge of the group. Unlike Groups 
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23A and 23B, this structure group is oriented almost to the north, which indicates that it may not 
be associated with the Postclassic ceremonial group (Group 23A). It rests 30 m west of Group 
27B, the Late Classic-period structure group, and 42 m east of Group 33, the Terminal Classic-
period structure group. The massive platform drops about 2 m to the west of Group 23C—
leaving an empty space of 40 x 40 m between Groups 23C and 33. At the rear of Str. T58, this 
platform drops about 10 m, reaching a protruded platform, which holds Str. T59. This protruded 
platform extends 17 x 14 m from the base of the massive platform with a height of 3 m.  
In 2009, Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal placed a one 1 x 1 m test pit at the center of the 
Group 23C plaza and four soundings (Soundings #25-#28) along paths and trails in and around 
Group 23C in search of Postclassic occupation (Figure 9C-1). One of the paths splits near Str. 
T1113 in Group 23B and extends east towards Groups 27B and 32. This path has been used for 
passage by local horses; thus the surface soil is hardened. Following earlier results, Str. T52 and 
Str. T53, in the northern portion of the residential group, were fully excavated in 2011. 
9C-2 Sounding #25 (S25) 
 Sounding #25 (S25) (1877.061-1745.133) was a 50 x 50 cm located in the western portion 
of Str. T52, inside Str. T52-1 (see below) (Figures 9C-1 and 9C-2). The sounding was excavated 
at levels 1 (0-30 cm) and 2 (30-53 cm). At the base of Level 1, a fragment of plaster appeared 
indicating a floor surface on which Level 1 rested. The humus level (Level 1) included 
Postclassic sherds such as Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red. Level 2 had a gray-brown soil 
with Late/Terminal Classic sherds. This fill layer seemed to continue further down, though the 
excavation stopped at a depth of 53 cm below the surface. The inclusion of the Postclassic sherds 
in the humus level resulted in our decision to excavate the entire structure of Str. T52.  
410 
 
Figure 9C-2: Sounding (S25-S28) Profiles 
9C-3 Sounding #26 (S26) 
 Sounding #26 (S26) (1866.023-1761.471) was located approximately 7 m southeast from 
the southeast corner of Str. T52 (Figures 9C-1 and 9C-2). Although there was no visible mound 
around this area, a 50 x 50 cm sounding yielded a relatively large quantity of ceramics (n=151) 
and other artifacts including one marine shell. The humus layer (Level 1) had a dark gray-brown 
soil with small stones. It contained 27 Postclassic, 46 Late/Terminal Classic, and 22 unknown 
eroded sherds within the 13 cm-thick of humus layer. Below the humus layer rested a fill layer of 
dark gray soil with small stones. This fill layer included 7 Postclassic sherds including 1 
Paxcamán Red and 1 Mumul Composite Censer sherds. It is unknown why the censer sherd was 
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recovered in this area; horses may have brought them from Str. T52. This sounding test pit was 
excavated to another fill layer (Level 3) down to 44 cm below the surface. This fill layer was 10 
cm-thick and composed of lighter gray-brown soil with small limestones. Although this fill 
contained sherds of Preclassic and Classic periods, it included 3 sherds of Augustine Red. 
Likewise, these Postclassic sherds may have been disturbed (brought or uplifted) by horses. 
Otherwise, there may have been a Postclassic structure in this vicinity that was destroyed by the 
passage of modern horses. 
9C-4 Sounding #27 (S27) 
 Sounding #27 (S27) (1878.072-1692.424) was a 50 x 50 cm unit placed 10 m west of 
Group 23C just off the massive platform in the Main Group (Figures 9C-1 and 9C-2). The 
elevation of this sounding is approximately 1 m lower than the massive platform. The humus 
layer (Level 1) was composed of dark gray-brown soil with the inclusion of several Postclassic 
ceramics (n=7). A fill layer (Level 2) was deposited below the humus. This layer was composed 
of a gray brown soil with small limestones at the depth between 19 cm and 43 cm below the 
surface. This fill layer contained an abundant number of ceramics (n=226), which were mostly 
diagnostic to the Late/Terminal Classic period. They included 7 sherds of Augustine Red and 28 
sherds of Pozo Unslipped. No Preclassic sherds were included in Level 2. This fill layer 
contained other artifacts: 8 chert flakes, 7 animal bones, Pomacea or apple snails (9.6g), and one 
jute shell. Since the test pit is below the massive platform edge, this area may have contained a 




9C-5 Sounding #28 (S28) 
Sounding #28 (S28) (1809.771-1688.350) was located approximately 20 m southwest of 
Group 23C, or from the edge of the massive platform (Figures 9C-1 and 9C-2). It is on the hill 
approximately 9 m below the massive platform. A protruded platform located 25 m east of S28 
extends out from the massive platform. This sounding was placed on a modern trail. The humus 
layer (Level 1) was excavated to 19 cm below the surface. It was composed of dark gray brown 
soil with the inclusion of 11 sherds. Of the 11 sherds, 4 sherds were Postclassic Unslipped types. 
A collapse and/or fill layer (Level 2) which was excavated to the depth of 43 cm below the 
surface rested below the humus layer rested. This layer included a few Pozo Unslipped and 
Sierra Red from the Chicanel phase, indicating that this layer was uplifted or included the 
collapse from the massive platform. 
9C-6 1 x 1 m Test Pit (1847-1718) 
In order to investigate the construction chronology of Group 23, we placed a 1 x 1 m test-
pit excavation in the plaza of Group 23C (Figure 9C-1). It is located 24 m to the south of Str. 
T53’s southwest corner, approximately in the center of Group 23C’s southern half. Test unit 
1847-1718 was excavated to 3.89 m below the surface and reached a sterile layer that yielded no 
cultural materials (Figure 9C-3). Due to the safety reasons, the unit did not continue further 
down in search of bedrock. A total of 16 layers of plaster floors were encountered in this unit. 
Many layers of Preclassic fill and floors (Floors 3-16) were encountered upon the lowest 
excavated sterile layer. The Late Preclassic to Early Classic period layers had 22 cm-high. The 
fill layers between Floor 6 to 10 contained a large amount of Chicanel ceramic wares. Each floor 
was separated by thin fill layers. Three subsequent Late Classic and Terminal Classic layers 
(Floors 3-5) rested upon the layers that contained Chicanel diagnostic ceramics. The latest 
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construction phase of this unit was dated to the Late Postclassic period. No Postclassic censer 
Figure 9C-3: Test Pit 1847-1718 South Profile. 
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fragments were recovered from the layers of the Postclassic period. The plaster floors of the 
Postclassic period must have deteriorated.  
The most illuminating aspect of the test unit was the amount of Late Preclassic Chicanel 
construction (about 2.6 m depth) in contrast to less than 50 cm depth from the Late and Terminal 
Classic periods. The lack of Early Classic construction is also prominent in this test unit, which 
is common at Tayasal. The test pit excavation at Group 23C revealed that the construction of the 
elevated platforms in this area correlated to the massive platform in the Main Group (see Chapter 
7). The layers of plaster floors in the test pit suggest that this area was occupied since the Late 
Preclassic Period and well maintained through the Postclassic Period. Occupation of the 
residential structures in the northern part of Group 23C through the Contact period is also 
possible for residential structures because extremely rare European materials are in Group 23. 
9C-7 Structure T52 
9C-7-1 Architectural Composition 
Structure T52 is located at the northeast corner of Group 23C, about 20 m southwest of 
the probable E-Group platform of Group 23A (Figure 9C-1). It is oriented about 355.45 degrees 
east of north, almost in alignment with the true north (Table 9C-1). It extends 13 m (east-west) x 
10 m (north-south) with a protruded southwest corner (Figure 9C-4). Since it belongs to Group 
23C which is centered on Str. T58 to the south, Str. T52 appears to face to the south. The 
structure appears to have undergone several construction sequences. The southeast corner of the 
structure possesses an L-shaped corner bench, which is typical of the Postclassic period. The L-
shaped bench was composed of a single row and one course of stones. A square platform rests to 
the north of the L-shaped bench, similar to the low platform on Str. 732 in Zacpetén (not shown 
on the plan map). The L-shaped bench measures 4.5 m along the east wall and 4 m along the 
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south wall. The L-shaped bench is about 1 m-wide with either another 1 m-wide retaining wall or 
higher step on the eastern side. This higher step is demarcated by small cobbles on the bench. 
The construction of the lower level is composed of medium-sized stones (on the western end) 
and large irregular stones (on the south). No plaster was identified upon the L-shaped bench. 
Near the southeast corner of Str. T52 there are two stone aggregations: one with 6 stones; and the 
other with 4. These aggregations appear to be the base of post holes supporting the poles for a 
thatched roof.  
Table 9C-1: Orientation table for Group 23C. Adjusted north 1.55° in 2009. 
Group 23C 23C 
Structure T52 T53 
Orientation 
(East of North) 
-4.45º 2.55º 
 
The northern wall is composed of two courses with double rows and underwent several 
instances of remodeling. The wall stones of the lower course are larger than those of the upper 
course. An eroded plaster floor was encountered at the base of the north wall stones. The 
northwest corner of the structure is disturbed and missing. A possible Classic-period construction 
was exposed 20 cm below the floor level of Str. T52 at the northwest corner. This earlier 
construction is oriented at 21.5 degrees east of north. The plaster floor was associated with the 
Classic-period construction with cut- and shaped-blocks. This indicates that Str. T52 was 
constructed upon the Classic period occupation.  
Approximately 2 m south of the northern wall, another wall construction (Str. T52-1) was 
constructed parallel to the northern wall. This wall appears to be either a superstructure upon 
Structure T52 or a later addition upon Str. T52. Str. T52-1 measures 9 m (north-south) x 8 m 
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Figure 9C-4: Str.T52 Plan Map. 
(east-west), and is located at the western half of Str. T52 (Figure 9C-4). Like Str. T52, the 
orientation of Str. T52-1 is unknown. The structure is composed of a single-row 
foundation/platform and a double-row retaining wall with three courses. The foundation/platform 
of Str. T52-1 rests upon Str. T52 and is better preserved than the northern wall of Str. T52. The 
outer wall is well constructed and compact. It is filled with smaller cobbles extending to the 
retaining wall. The width of the outer wall extends about 20 cm from the retaining wall. The 
retaining wall is also well constructed and compact. The retaining wall is about 30 cm-wide and 
30 cm-tall, composed of a mix of soft, cut stones of the Classic period construction with the 
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irregular shape of limestones. This indicates that 
the retaining wall was constructed by reusing 
materials from an earlier construction. The outer 
foundation wall and the retaining wall were better 
preserved than the other sides of Str. T52-1. The 
southern wall was partially disturbed due to a tree. 
A partially reconstructible effigy tripod dish made of Augustine Red was found upside down 
near the northern retaining wall of Str. T52-1 (Figures 9C-5 and 9C-6). The vessel covered 
several animal bones (unidentified mammals) and obsidian blade fragments. This may indicate 
that a ceremonial activity was conducted inside the superstructure during the Late Postclassic 
period. 
The southeast corner of Str. T52-1 is missing; it may have been connected to the southern 
wall of Str. T52.  The southwest corner of Str. T52-1 extends south for 2 m with a protruded 
platform or outer bench from the probable southwest corner of Str. T52. The extended area is not 
Figure 9C-6: Reconstructed Effigy Tripod Vessel. 
Figure 9C-5: Upside-Down Effigy Tripod Vessel in situ. 
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filled with stones, and the soil was very loose. A relatively large number of artifacts came out of 
this loose-soil area. Two zigzag stone alignments run from the northeast to the southwest inside 
Str. T52-1, which may have served as a room partition. It seems extremely unusual to have a 
zigzag partition with a corridor in between. A large fragment of a thick Paxcamán Red jar was 
found with a fragment of deer bone at one of the inner corners of the partition. Since the large 
sherd and animal bone indicate de facto deposit in situ, the partition may have served to separate 
this activity area from the rest of the structure. 
Beneath the low square platform on Str. T52 (to the north of the L-shaped bench), a 
double-row of a single course of stones alignment emerged parallel to the northern wall. This 
wall feature extends from the eastern wall of Str. T52 towards Str. T52-1. It is unknown whether 
this wall feature was associated with Str. T52-1. This double-row wall does not have an outer 
wall as with Str. T52-1. Another wall feature extended south from the northern wall parallel to 
the eastern wall of Str. T52. This wall was composed of a double-row and a single course of 
stones. The wall diminishes near the center of Str. T52 and may have divided Str. T52-1 from Str. 
T52. 
Due to time constraints, an approximately 10 m² area between the second northern wall 
and the southern portion of the L-shaped bench was unexcavated. Because of this, it is unknown 
whether another room partition, similar to the one encountered in Str. T52-1 was present in this 
area, making it symmetrical to the western half of the structure.  
9C-7-2 Artifact Assemblages 
A large number of artifacts were recovered from Str. T52, particularly in areas associated 
with Str. T52-1. Utilitarian items including animal bone, shell, obsidian blades and projectile 
points, chert debitage, bifaces, ground stones, and miscellaneous ceramics were concentrated in 
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the interior of Str. T52-1 and behind the structure (see Figure 9C-8). A charcoal sample from the 
southern edge of the structure dated with AMS analysis (AA99319) (Table 9C-2) had a 
Conventional Radiocarbon Age (CRA) of 154 ± 37 BP, calibrated to 1665-1785 CE (95.4% 
probability). These dates fall after the Conquest (1697 CE), indicating that Str. T52 was occupied 
for quite a long time. Another sample from the interior of Str. T52-1 was dated with AMS 
analysis (AA102744) and had a CRA of 1311 ± 48 BP, calibrated to 639-778 CE. However, this 
sample was a fragment of turtle carapace, which may have triggered the freshwater reservoir 
effect (FRE). The FRE is a phenomenon whereby radiocarbon ages for samples containing 
river/lake-derived carbon are falsely old (Philippsen 2013). Since the associated ceramics are 
diagnostic to the Postclassic period, dates between 639-778 CE are most likely incorrect. 
Table 9C-2: Radiocarbon results from Group 23C. 
Sample # Structure Material 14C age BP Calibrated (95.4% 
probability) 
AA99319 T52 charcoal 154 ± 37 1665-1785 CE 
AA102744 T52 Turtle bone 1311 ± 48 639-778 CE 
AA99321 T53 charcoal 1554 ± 44 412-597 CE 
 
9C-7-2.1 Ceramic Artifacts 
A number of ceramics sherds (24,637) were recovered from Str. T52, with 85.5% (21,078) 
diagnostic to the Postclassic period. It is noteworthy that Str. T52 contained more Augustine Red 
wares than Paxcamán Red wares (ratio 3:1), compared to the Group 23B residential group, which 
had more Paxcamán Red than Augustine Red. Augustine Red wares were mostly tripod dishes 
and large jars. Tripod-feet forms include effigy, scroll (or “Turkish slipper,”) trumpet, conical, 
and nubbin. The tripod dish form is very common during the Postclassic period (see Chapter 6-3-
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1, Rice 1987:99-100). These tripod 
dishes have a flat or slightly 
rounded base with straight or 
outflared walls. Since fragments of 
tripod dishes among the Snail-
Inclusion paste wares include a 
variety of types such as Paxcamán 
Red, Picu Incised, and Ixpop 
Polychrome, it is unknown how many of each type had tripod feet. For the Snail-Inclusion paste 
wares, the scroll form is most common in the domestic groups at Tayasal (n=29, 51% of known 
tripod form). There were 22 trumpet and 1 effigy form. In the Vitzil Orange-Red paste wares, the 
effigy tripod form occurred most frequently in the domestic groups at Tayasal (n=37, 63% of 
known tripod form). Scroll form is 37 % (n=22), and globular (solid) form made up 5 % (n=3). 
Commonly, effigy and scroll forms are found in a combined form (Figure 9C-7). A total of 183 
fragments of Postclassic tripod feet were recovered from Str. T52 (Table 9C-3). There were 85 
Paxcamán Red type Snail-Inclusion paste wares consisting of both fragments and complete 
tripod feet. There were 98 Augustine Red type Vitzil Orange-Red paste wares consisting of both 
fragments and complete tripod feet. Among the latter, 32 tripod feet (33%) were in the effigy 
form; and 13 (13%) were in the scroll form. The number of tripod feet found here exceeded the 
amount found in Group 23B (Table 9C-3). A large number of effigy tripods of Augustine Red 
from Str. T52 indicate a stronger connection to the capital Nojpeten, where Augustine Red-
reptile effigy tripods were found with a greater number (Cowgill 1963). 
Figure 9C-7: Effigy Scroll Feet from Str. T52. 
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Table 9C-3: Tripod feet counts from Group 23C. "Others" include unknown wares. 
 Snail-Inclusion Paste Ware Vitzil Orange-Red Paste Ware 
Structure Effigy Scroll Trumpet Other Effigy Scroll Trumpet Other 
T52 0 13 11 61 32 13 0 53 
T53 0 6 9 45 4 7 0 36 
 
Effigy and scroll tripods were concentrated in Str. T52-1 and behind Str. T52. None of 
the effigy/scroll tripods was recovered on the eastern side of Str. T52. In general, the eastern side 
of Str. T52 had fewer artifacts than the western side (Figure 9C-8). In Str. T52-1, they were 
concentrated in both the center of the structure and the southwest corner (a protruded platform.) 
Since many ceramics and other artifacts were recovered on the surface inside of the structure, Str. 
T52-1 appears to have been suddenly abandoned leaving artifacts in situ. Alternatively, Str. T52-
1 was the activity room and the eastern side of Str. T52 was something like a guest room or 
bedroom which was often cleaned.  
The effigy tripod dish found upside down at Str. T52-1 had a reptile motif tripod without 
a scroll at the end of the feet (Figure 9C-7). This vessel also had a basal flange, which appears to 
be another characteristic of the Augustine Red ware group. A basal flange of steps or stepped 
frets frequently occur on Postclassic vessels (Cecil 2001:330). Postclassic tripod dishes with 
basal flanges have been reported from Flores (Cowgill 1963), Lamanai (Pendergast 1981, 1998), 
Mayapán (Smith 1971), Santa Rita Corozal (Chase 1984; Chase and Chase 1988), and Zacpetén 
(Pugh and Rice 2009). A stepped motif is one of the widespread international symbols in 
Mesoamerica, often seen in the Late Postclassic period (Masson 2003). The motif is associated 
with the glyph Ik' (wind, place, and feathered serpent) (Masson 2003:197). A reptile effigy tripod 
dish with a basal flange of the glyph Ik' could be present at Tayasal, a territory of the Itza. Since 
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Figure 9C-8: Str. T52 Ceramic Distribution. 
reptile effigy tripod and Ik'-signed basal flange occur commonly on Augustine Red wares, this 
could represent another link between Augustine Red and the Itza. 
Paxcamán Red wares from Str. T52 included a thick variety (Paxcamán Gordita.) This 
variety of Paxcamán Red has a thickness of up to 3 cm and is rarely found in Group 23B. It 
contains ash temper which produces a sandier texture than other varieties of Paxcamán Red. 
They were likely in the form of large jars. Large sherds of Paxcamán Gordita variety were 
recovered across the structure including the eastern side of Str. T52. In some cases, they were 
vertically exposed projecting from the ground (Figure 9C-9). It is very unusual to find large 
sherds deposited vertically. This indicates that the floor had been disturbed. 
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Figure 9C-9: Paxcamán Red Gordita projecting from the ground. 
Figure 9C-10: Hobonmo Incised Molcajete from Str. T52-1. 
 A total of 101 molcajete 
(grater bowl) fragments were 
recovered from Str. T52. They 
were concentrated in two locations: 
one outside of the north wall, and 
the other further north outside of 
Str. T52-1. This concentration of 
molcajete fragments were Hobonmo Incised, a variety of Augustine Red. The reconstruction of 
the concentration to the north of Str. T52-1 resulted as a tripod bowl with a globular foot and 
slightly rounded base (Figure 9C-10). The incised variety of Paxcamán Red is Picu Incised, and 
molcajetes are classified as Thub variety, a sub-variety of Picu Incised. Like their Augustine 
counterpart, fragments of Picu Incised-molcajete were found both north of and inside of Str. T52. 
A Molcajete is a vessel with an incised surface to grind chiles or other materials (Rice 1987:236).  
Molcajetes often appear in the form of a tripod dish and bowl. The incised decoration on 
the base of the vessel includes geometric, crosshatching, and simple parallel lines. Molcajetes are 
a temporal marker of the Postclassic period. Rice (1987:100, 236) notes that molcajetes are “a 
new ceramic form in Postclassic 
assemblages throughout the 
Lowlands.” Robert Smith 
(1971:vol 1, 72) mentioned the 
grater bowls at Mayapán as most 
likely having been introduced into 
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Figure 9C-11: Effigy censer fragments from Str. T52. A) Left hand, B) Leg, C) 
Shoulder. 
the Yucatán Peninsula as part of the Sotuta Ceramic Complex (1000-1200 CE). 
Fragments of effigy censers were scattered across the structure, except for the eastern 
side of Str. T52. These fragments included body parts of the effigy, possibly deity figures 
attached to the censers. Body parts from effigy censers (Patojo Modeled) recovered from Str. 
T52 include fragments of a right hand, a shoulder, and a leg (Figure 9C-11). Although no 
complete effigy censer was found in Str. T52, these fragments indicate that ceremonial activities 
using effigy censers took place inside the structure. Hourglass-form censers (Mumul Composite) 
were also recovered from the structure. One concentration of Mumul Composite was found on 
the eastern side of Str. T52 near the central partition running north-south at the center of the 
structure.  
Hourglass censers recovered from Str. T52 included Gotas Composite of Uapake 
Carbonate wares as well as La Justa Composite and Extranjeras Impressed of Monticulo 
Carbonate wares. Uapake Carbonate wares have pastes which have a red to brown color and a 
calcite temper. The paste generally has calcite inclusions and is often oxidized. The surface is 
uneven, and rather poorly made. In general, Uapake Carbonate wares are rare at Tayasal, relative 
to the eastern side of the Petén lakes 
region. The principal vessel form at 
Tayasal is a globular jar which has 
no clear neck break on the body. The 
composite type of this ware from Str. 
T52 had a line of finger-pressed 
decoration and a button applique, 
similar to Mumul Composite 
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Figure 9C-12: Postclassic Female Figurine from Str. 
T52. Photo taken by C. Halperin. 
censers. The vessel wall is thinner than that of Mumul Composite, and no angle existed at the 
neck of the vessel.  
Monticulo Carbonate wares have pastes that are gray and have a calcite temper. The 
vessel form commonly includes a short neck jar with a globular body, with a prominent neck 
break and wide-open mouth. Pozo Unslipped Monticulo Carbonate from Nojpeten (Flores) has a 
smooth surface and is well made. However, Pozo Unslipped at Tayasal includes thin, granular 
sherds. Pozo Unslipped is the most common type in the Postclassic assemblages at Group 23. 
The composite form of Monticulo Carbonate wares includes two censer types: La Justa 
Composite and Extranjeras Impressed. The difference between them is in the finger-pressed 
decoration whether appliqued or impressed on the surface. This decoration is similar to Mumul 
and Gotas Composite hourglass censers, having a finger-impressed fillet and button applique. 
These calcite-tempered wares in the Petén lakes region appeared to have been manufactured 
locally. Uapake Carbonate wares occur more 
frequent in the Kowoj region than in the Itza 
region. Hourglass censers made of Uapake and 
Mnticulo Carbonate wares are cruder than those 
made of Patojo wares. Mumul Composite censers 
may have had a higher value than cruder 
composite censers. 
A fragment of a Postclassic female 
figurine was encountered east of the east wall, 
outside of Str. T52 (Figure 9C-12). This is a 
mold-made figurine, similar to such female 
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Figure 9C-13: Postclassic Masks from Str. T52. 
figurines found elsewhere in the 
Petén lakes region (see Chapter 6). 
The head is missing, but the torso 
shows that she wears a 
quechquemitl which has dangling 
beads. She appears to carry a bag or 
object in front of her. It is a Snail-
Inclusion Paste ware and has a red 
slip, though the surface is heavily eroded. Like the other Postclassic female figurine from St. 
T1106, this is molded with a hollow interior and two suspension holes at the shoulder. 
 Three small masks were encountered from Str. T52 (Figure 9C-13). They are all mold-
made Snail-Inclusion Paste wares of the Postclassic period. Two of them have suspension holes 
at the temples of the figurine, indicating that they may have been placed on other figurines or 
effigy censers as a ceremonial mask (Halperin 2013). One of them has another hole in the ear. 
This mask has punctations and incisions below the eye. All three masks show teeth and an open 
mouth. Christina Halperin (2013) who analyzed the figurines mentioned that Postclassic 
figurines were commonly composed to depict exposed teeth. One of the masks from Str. T52 has 
a thick red slip on the face and eye pupils are punctated. This mask has a neck which appears to 
continue to the body. Since the temple of this mask contained no suspension holes, this may have 
been a part of a hollow figurine that included the lower body. This mask was found near the L-
shaped bench at the southeast corner Str. T52. The three Postclassic masks found at Str. T52 
suggest that this residential structure was also the location of ceremonial practices using these 
masks during the Postclassic period. 
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Figure 9C-15: Spindle whorls from Str. T52: A) from the southwest of Str. 
T52-1; B) from the inside Str. T52-1. 
Figure 9C-14: Effigy ceramic pestle from Str. T52. Photo 
taken by C. Halperin. 
A fragment of effigy ceramic pestle was 
recovered from near the L-shaped bench at the 
east wall. This fragment appears to be the head of 
some kind of animal with two round ears (Figure 
9C-14). The pounding surface is missing; a 
fragment is a handle part of the ceramic pestle, 
which is commonly found in the Petén lakes 
region (see Chapter 3). The paste of the pestle is 
identical to the Patojo Ceramic Group which is a 
coarse gray to a pinkish paste with many calcite 
and quartz inclusions.  
Other ceramic artifacts which were found at Str. T52 include spindle whorls and net 
sinkers (Figures 9C-15 and 9C-16). Three spindle whorls were recovered from Str. T52; two 
from Str. T52-1, and one behind Str. T52. Two from Str. T52 (Figure 9C-15) were both semi-
spherical in shape, one of which 
had a 9-petal flower curved on top 
(Figure 9C-15A). The paste of these 
spindle whorls includes some ash in 
the temper; they are from either 
Late Classic or Postclassic period. 
Net sinkers were more common at 
Str. T52. Twenty-two net sinkers 
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Figure 9C-16: Net weights from Str. T52. Recycled from Augustine Red. 
Figure 9C-17: Clay pipe from Str. T52. 
were recovered and most of them 
(n=19) were modified from 
Augustine Red sherds. Three net 
sinkers were recycled from 
Paxcamán Red sherds. Thus, all the 
net sinkers were Postclassic wares. 
Net sinkers were recovered mostly 
from the northwest of the structure. 
A concentration of eight net sinkers 
was on the top of the north wall. 
The average weight of net sinkers, 
including both the complete sinkers 
and fragments, is 4.49g. Although Str. T52 did not have many spindle whorls for spinning 
textiles, it contained many net sinkers for fishing. This suggests that the residents of Str. T52 
engaged more in fishing for subsistence than in domestic activities.  
 A fragment of clay pipe stem (Figure 9C-17) was recovered behind Str. T52, indicating 
that Str. T52 was occupied during the Contact period (1525-1697 CE). White clay pipes were 
molded in Europe and the 
Americas during the sixteenth to 
the nineteenth century (Deetz 1996; 
Noël Hume 1985). In Europe, 
mostly the English and Dutch made 
clay pipes which were exported to 
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the Americas (Deetz 1996:29). Most of the exported clay pipes were made of kaolin clay (Noël 
Hume 1969:296). Kaolin clay is high silicate mineral of kaolinite and is a composition for 
making porcelain. Clay pipes were used for smoking tobacco and became common in the 
Americas during the seventeenth century (Deetz 1996:27). Kaolin clay pipes have been 
recovered from Zacpetén (Pugh 2001) and San Bernabé mission at Tayasal (Timothy Pugh, 
personal communication 2016). 
Compared to a typical English clay pipe, this stem fragment appears dull and has an 
eroded surface. Although the composition of the clay needs to be identified, it is possible that 
this pipe stem was made locally using limestone or marly clay, which was used for making 
Clemencia Cream Paste wares. The Itza at Tayasal may have manufactured imitation of 
European clay pipe. Alternatively, they may have obtained local terra-cotta pipes through 
regional networks without knowing that they were imitation. 
9C-7-2.2 Chipped Stone Artifacts 
Chipped stone artifacts recovered from Str. T52 include projectile points, other biface 
tools, and adzes. A total of 17 projectile points were found in Str. T52: 8 obsidian and 9 chert. 
All projectile points were analyzed by Nathan Meissner (2014). Obsidian points were scattered 
on and off the structure. Three obsidian projectile points were submitted to pXRF analysis to 
identify the sourcing by Meissner (Meissner 2014). He concluded that two of them were from 
Ixtepeque and one from San Martin Jilotepeque (Meissner 2014). Meissner (2014:404) notes that 
Str. T52 had higher frequencies of projectile points than other excavated structures at Tayasal 
(Figure 9C-18). In general, artifact frequencies were high at Str. T52, indicating that Str. T52 
was a locus of civic-ceremonial activities. 
430 
 
Figure 9C-18: Projectile Point frequencies from Str. T52 
Figure 9C-18: Map of projectile point frequencies at Str. T52. 
Other biface tools recovered from Str. T52 included a laurel-leaf biface (Figure 9C-19A). 
The proximal end is missing, but the form is similar to others from Zacpetén (Yacubic 2014: 
Figure 44). This biface was found at the center of Str. T52. Another very sharp, pointy biface 
fragment was recovered upon the structure towards the northeast corner (Figure 9C-19B). Other 
biface tools such as heavy axe bifaces and bifacial cores were found outside of the structure to 
the east, and one heavy axe biface was located in the center of Str. T52-1. A small celt or adze 
made of basalt was found behind the structure. It appears well-worn and to have been reshaped 
after being broken. It is trapezoidal in form and was probably used for carving or cutting wood. 
9C-7-2.3 Groundstone Artifacts 
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Figure 9C-19: Biface tools from Str. T52. 
The presence of grinding 
stones indicates not only the 
domestic activity of food grinding 
food but also the ceremonial 
paraphernalia of grinding mineral 
pigments and dyes. Ground stones 
recovered from Str. T52 include 
manos, metates, pestles, and 
smoothing stones. All the manos (n=7) were fragmented and worn out. Some of them have used 
wears on their broken side, indicating the continued use of broken manos. These manos were 
recovered both on and off the structure. Of the 4 metates recovered, 2 were circular in shape and 
11 to 14 cm in diameter. One of the circular metates or mortar (Figure 9C-20A) had two circular 
pedestal base. This form of metate is unusual; they may be comal, though no sign of burning was 
identified on the base (Figure 9C-20). The concave surface curves inward and shows use-wear. 
These circular metates were found in the room of Str. T52, on the eastern side. One metate (with 
pedestal base) was found at the interior corner of the L-shaped bench in the southeast corner of 
the structure. The other circular metate (Figure 9C-20B) was recovered with a fragment of mano 
at the center of the structure. This metate may have been paired with mano in use. A 30 x 25 cm 
metate was made of porous igneous rock. The base of this metate was not flat; rather, it appears 
to have modified pedestal feet. The surface is slightly concave and worn out. This was recovered 
from near the eastern wall of T52-1, inside the substructure. 
A stone pestle or another type of pounding tool recovered from Str. T52 consists of one 
hammerstone. Two smoothing or polishing stones were found in Str. T52. They are spherical and 
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Figure 9C-20: Circular metates or mortals from Str. T5. A) Metate with 
pedestal; B) without pedestal. 
smaller than hammer stones. 
Smoothing stones were used to 
polish the wall of ceramic vessels 
(Reina and Hill 1978:43-44). At Str. 
T52, smoothing stones were 
recovered one from the L-shape 
bench; and the other from outside 
near the northeast corner of the 
structure. The presence of 
smoothing stones in the domestic 
contexts indicate that pottery production occurred in the household (Ardren 2002:45). 
9C-7-2.4 Other Stone Artifacts 
 Other stone artifacts included a bead, worked stone, and river cobbles. A fragment of 
stone bead made of quartzite was found behind the structure. It is 3 cm in diameter with a 55 mm 
diameter hole. The fragment is 2 cm thick, and the outer surface is polished. An unfinished stone 
bead or spindle whorl was also recovered further east from the structure. It appears to be made of 
limestone and has a polished surface. It has a diameter of about 3 cm with the unfinished hole. 
Although the hole is not perforated through, indentations are seen on both sides of the surface. 
9C-7-2.5 Faunal Remains 
There was a large frequency of animal bones from Str. T52: numerous deer bones were 
encountered throughout the structure, especially from the northeast corner of Str. T52. In this 
concentration, the most common finds were large mammals such as whitetail deer, brocket deer, 
and peccary. Almost none of them had evidence of burning. Since this area also contained a 
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Figure 9C-21: A fragment of Conch shell from Str. T52. 
number of large fragments of 
ceramics, it may have been a refuse 
deposit. A substructure, Str. T52-1 
also had a concentration of animal 
bones including smashed turtle 
carapaces along the unusually 
arranged partitions running in a 
zigzag pattern. These deposits 
contained whitetail deer and a large number of snails, which were found in local rivers and lakes 
(Shiratori and Freiwald 2014). The tips were removed from all of the jute shells, and holes 
punctured in some of their mid-sections; the snails were removed from their shells before eating 
them (Shiratori and Freiwald 2014). A large fragment of a conch shell was found at the center of 
Str. T52 (Figure 9C-21). It is likely associated with Str. T52-1 since other faunal artifacts were 
also recovered in the sub-structure. The conch shell fragment is 13 x 7 cm (at maximum) in size. 
The use and function of the conch shell at Str. T52-1 is unknown: it may have been used for 
civic-ceremonial activities, rather than as a paint cup or small container (Proskouriakoff 
1962:387). 
Worked animal bones and shells recovered from Str. T52 included a fragment of bone 
awl, a bone ring or ear spool, carved marine shells, and marine shell beads. A fragment of bone 
awl was recovered from the refuse deposit in the northeast corner of Str. T52. It was made of 
large mammal bone—no species or bone element was identified (Carolyn Freiwald, personal 
communication 2016). A bone ring was recovered outside the structure to the north of Str. T52 
north wall. It is a 3.2 cm in diameter and 1.3 cm in height, with an inner ring diameter of 2.1 cm 
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Figure 9C-22: A bone ring from Str. T52. 
(Figure 9C-22). The side of ring is 
grooved, and a hole (2 mm in 
diameter) is perforated on the side. 
A similar ear flare made of animal 
bone was reported from Mayapán 
(Proskouriakoff 1962: Figure 38b). 
Carved marine shells from Str. T52 
include two tinklers of Oliva shell (Figure 9C-23A). One tinkler was found in the southwest 
corner of Str. T52-1; and the other was recovered from near the east wall of Str. T52-1, at the 
center of Str. T52. Another carved marine shell was found at the northeast corner of Str. T52-1, 
outside of the wall. It appears to be a pendant head, side-notched on both sides of the edge 
(Figure 9C-23B). A circular worked shell was found near the northeast corner of Str. T52. It is 
1.7 cm in diameter and about 2 mm in height (Figure 9C-23C). The surface is smooth and 
polished. There is no identifiable sign of perforation. A perforated shell bead was encountered 
near the fragment of conch shell at the center of the structure to the east of east wall of Str. T52-1. 
It is 1.6 x 1.1 cm in size, and the inner hole measures about 5 x 5 mm. Since another small 
fragment of marine shell was recovered near the shell bead, marine shell products were probably 
manufactured at Str. T52.  
9C-7-2.6 Summary of Artifact Assemblage at Str. T52 
Although no burial feature was encountered in Str. T52, a large quantity of artifacts 
including rare ceramics, Postclassic figurine masks, abundant animal bones, and obsidian 
projectile points suggests that Str. T52 served as a elite residence in which civic-ceremonial 
activities were practiced. Those ceremonial activities may not have included the use of 
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Figure 9C-23: Worked marine shells from Str. T52. A) Oliva shell tinkler, B) a 
pendant head, C) a circular worked shell. 
incensarios, which were rare at 
Str. T52. Instead, the occupants 
of Str. T52 used small ceramic 
masks as deity effigies, 
probably due to the restricted 
use of incensarios during the 
Contact/Colonial period. Based 
on the limited censers and the 
presence of British clay pipe, it 
is likely that Str. T52 was occupied through the Contact/Colonial period. Artifacts in Str. T52 
demonstrated that the occupants produced ceremonial items and domestic tools in the structure. 
The number of artifacts encountered exhibited civic-ceremonial activities were conducted 
frequently. The structure appeared to have been abandoned suddenly in the middle of ceremonial 
activities because a large number of, and a wide variety of, artifacts were scattered in situ on the 
floor across the structure.  
9C-8 Structure T53 
9C-8-1 Architectural Composition of Str. T53 
Structure T53 is located 6 m west of Str. T52, and oriented on the same east-west axis as 
Str. T52 (Figure 9C-24). Structure T53 faces south towards the plaza of the residential group 
(Group 23C) with a possible front terrace. The northwest corner of the structure is disturbed by 
the modern trail which also runs over Str. T1113 in Group 23B. Str. T53 is 13 to 14 m (east-west) 
x 7 m (north-south) and appears to have multiple dwellings upon a platform with several 
construction episodes during the Postclassic period. Architectural preservation was poor in the 
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Figure 9C-24: Str. T53 Plan Map 
northwestern and southern portions of the building. On the eastern portion of the structure, there 
is an I-shaped bench with external constructions (possibly an outer bench) at the northeast corner 
along the north wall. This I-shaped bench appears to be part of one dwelling, Str. T53-1 facing 
south. The interior I-shaped bench measures 4 x 1.5 m.  Similar to Str. T1106 in Group 23B, the 
external bench-like construction is attached along the northern and eastern sides of an I-shaped 
bench. A possible posthole was encountered at the southern end of the eastern external bench.  
The north wall of Str. T53 disappears after meeting the retaining wall of the I-shaped 
bench in the northeast corner, due to a tree disturbance and the modern trail. The east wall of Str. 
T53 is composed of a double row and two courses of stones near the I-shaped bench. However, 
the rest of the east wall appears to be missing near the southeast corner. The stones on the east 
437 
 
wall rest upon a cobblestone-filled floor which extends out to the southeast corner of the 
structure and the front terrace. At the southeast corner of the frontal terrace, an extended 
platform filled with cobbles sits to the south. This platform might be a part of the bottom floor of 
the east wall. 
The western side of Str. T53 includes another structure facing east (Str. T53-2). This 
structure appears to have a back room along the west wall of Str. T53. The west wall of Str. T53, 
which also served as the retaining wall of the back room, is composed of a double row and two 
courses of stones. Meter-wide thick walls filled with cobbles flanked the doorway of the back 
room. The southern side of the doorway appears to be in the form of an L, and opens to the east.  
Structure T53-2 may have been a tandem form, which was a common residential pattern at 
Zacpetén (Pugh 2001). A low rectangular platform was encountered at the center of Str. T53, 
between Strs. T53-1 and T53-2. This platform is similar to the other low platforms in Group 23 
with stone delineated edges. The northeast corner of the platform was disturbed due to an 
intrusive burial beneath the floor. This low platform may have been a communal or auxiliary 
place at the center of two residences. Artifact frequency was low around this platform, though a 
fragment of metate was recovered from the inside the platform. This suggests that this central 
platform was used for cooking. 
The south wall of Str. T53 was constructed with a double-row and two or three courses of 
stones. Most of the south wall is missing probably due to the collapse of the structure. Some 
remnant stones of the south wall are present on the surface. There appears to be a 1 m-wide 
frontal terrace 20 cm below the south wall. It is likely that the frontal terrace ends 10 m from the 
southwest corner of Str. T53. The frontal terrace is approximately 20 cm tall and projects south 
from the southern edge of Str. T53. The lower courses of the frontal terrace were better and more 
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tightly constructed, especially in the western part of the wall. The wall of the frontal terrace is a 
double or triple row of stones. At the southeast corner of Str. T53, two medium stone alignments 
sandwich a large stone alignment, which is probably part of the front terrace. The small stone 
alignment extends to the further east. Parallel to the frontal terrace, the south wall also continues 
to the east outside of Str. T53, making an extended frontal terrace or frontal step. This frontal 
step protruded to the east of Str. T53, it is both 2 m-wide and not filled with cobbles. 
Excavations did not reach the end of the frontal terrace; thus it is unknown if it extends to further 
to the east. 
9C-8-2 Burial T53-1 
Burial T53-1 was found in the open space at the southwest corner of the I-shaped bench 
of Str. T53-1 (Figure 9C-24). As previously mentioned, a burial construction less than a meter 
east possibly disturbed the northwest corner of the central platform. The presence of a burial was 
predicted by the abundant censer fragments scattered on the floor, similar to Burial T1106-1 in 
Group 23B. A 2 x 2 m test pit was excavated to further search for a burial. Late Postclassic 
censer fragments were included in the fill above the burial as well. Burial T53-1 was found 40 
cm below the floor level in the eastern portion of the test pit. Removal of the fill and censer 
fragments exposed a burial with a cist construction. The cist was constructed with large stones 
encircled the burial into the construction fill of earlier construction of Str. T53. The cist 
measured 70 x 70 cm and covered with three capstones. After removing the cist and capstones, 
the well preserved individual was encountered in a seated position facing north (Figure 9C-25). 
The skull, which had originally looked to the north, now faced east.  The legs were crossed, and 
arms were placed in front of the body. The upper body along with the head appeared to have slid 
down towards the south due to pressure from above.  
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Figure 9C-26: Offering Vessel from Burial T53-1. 
Figure 9C-25: Photo and Plan map of Burial T53-1.  
Burial T53-1 contained an adult male with grave goods (Katherine Miller-Wolf, personal 
communication 2015). The individual was in his late 30s to early 40s at death, estimated from 
the pelvic, cranial, and dental characteristics (Katherine Miller-Wolf, personal communication 
2015). There are some slight cranial modifications (tabular-oblique), some bossing at parietals, 
and a flattening of the frontal bone. The individual has healed porotic hyperostosis on the 
cranium indicating non-specific 
stress such as iron-deficiency 
anemia or parasites earlier in life 
(Katherine Miller-Wolf, personal 
communication 2015). Both left 
and right humerii show insect 
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Figure 9C-27: Bone awls from Burial T53-1. 
damage, probably some kind of 
beetle (Katherine Miller-Wolf, 
personal communication 2015).  
Objects associated with the 
interment included one vessel with 
pedestal support, seven bone awls, 
16 obsidian prismatic blades, one 
ceramic animal figurine, 17 marine 
shells (16 Olivas), and two animal 
canines. These objects, except the 
pedestal vessel, were stacked in a 
pile one on top of the other in the 
above order, with animal canines at 
the bottom and bone awls at the top. 
The pedestal vessel rests on the 
same level as the animal canines about 7 cm to the east from the pile. Most of the objects were 
recovered on the right of the body, near the left elbow (Figure 9C-25). The vessel with pedestal 
support appears to be the red slipped-Tinaja Red from the Late Classic period (Figure 9C-26). 
The pedestal base is hollow with two to three rattles. It is 16 cm in height and about 15 cm in 
thickness. The diameter of the rim is 12 cm, and it is a restricted orifice. It contained no artifacts 
inside the vessel. The exterior surface of the vessel shows some stucco or plaster on the body.  
Next to the pedestal vessel, five bone awls in a pile, point to the north (Figure 9C-27).  
Another bone awl rested near the skull and still another awl was found 5 cm beneath the 
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Figure 9C-28: Obsidian blades from Burial T53-1. 
individual’s feet. It is unknown whether these two bone awls were intentionally placed in their 
locations. A total of seven bone awls were complete metapodials and made with tools from both 
the forelimb and hindlimb of white-tailed deer (Shiratori and Freiwald 2014). The bone awls 
ranged between 13 to 17 cm long. 
 Below the bone awls, a pile of 16 obsidian blades was exposed (Figure 9C-28). These 
blades are almost complete prismatic blade taken out from the core through pressure flaking. 
Their sizes vary from 5 to 10 cm in 
length and 0.5 to 1.6 cm in width, 
though possibly they originated 
from the same core. They have 
ground platforms on their proximal 
ends that indicate fracturing 
initiation. Among them, six blades 
have flat and squared distal ends. 
Although all the blades have 
diagonal banding with mostly 
translucent appearance, two of 
them have a milky, frosted 
appearance with banding. Based on 
the visual attributes, they appear to 
be from El Chayal source of 
obsidian. 
 An animal figurine head 
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Figure 9C-29: Other objects from Burial T53-1: A) Marine shells; B) Animal 
figurine head; C) Canine. 
 
was found next to the pile of the obsidian blades (Figure 9C-29B). The animal figurine is made 
of ceramic, is hollow, and is possibly mold-made. It appears to be a bird head with two punctated 
eyeholes and an opened mouth. The back of the head is cut off, making it appear to be a helmet. 
The size is 3 x 3 x 2.8 cm (height-width-thickness). The paste of the animal figurine includes ash 
temper (Halperin 2013). 
 A total of 17 marine shells were recovered around and below the obsidian blades (Figure 
9C-29A). Of these, 16 were Oliva shells, and one is probably a fragment of a conch shell. Five of 
them were modified: one to bead, three to tinkler, and one unknown. The bead is 1.9 cm-long 
with one suspension hole. Two tinklers have two slits for each; one tinkler has one slit and cut 
off the spiral tip. One modified Oliva shell is sliced on both sides; possibly to use it for beads. 
The rest of the Oliva shells (n=12) are unmodified, and their lengths vary from 2.1 to 3 cm. The 
probable fragment of the conch shell is roughly triangular and 4 x 2.8 cm in size. The long edge 
shows toothed cut marks.  
 Below the shells, two animal canine teeth were exposed in the bottom of the offering pile 
(Figure 9C-29C). Although the animal to which they belong has not been identified, they do 
appear to be dog canines. They are 
approximately 3 cm (2.9 cm and 
3.3 cm) in length including the 
tooth root. The outer enamel of the 
smaller canine is broken off 
exposing dentin beneath the 
enamel. 
 A charcoal sample from 
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Level 3 of the northwest corner of the I-shaped bench, about 1 m north of Burial T53-1, was 
dated with AMS analysis (AA99321) (Table 9C-2), and turned out to have a Conventional 
Radiocarbon Age (CRA) of 1554 ± 44 B.P., calibrated to 412-597 CE (95.4% probability). The 
date falls into the Late Classic Period, indicating that the charcoal may have been from a fill 
layer that was removed from the burial construction. This suggests that the Postclassic burial was 
dug into the Late Classic fill layer, furnished with the Late/Terminal Classic artifacts, and that 
Postclassic censer fragments were strewn around to commemorate the burial. The number of 
offerings, 1 (vessel) -7 (awls) -16 (blades) -1 (figurine) -17 (marine shells) -2 (canines), seem to 
have a meaning as a mortuary practice. Nevertheless, it remains unknown at this moment. 
9C-8-3 Artifact Assemblages of Structure T53 
Compared to Str. T52, artifact density is low at Str. T53. In Str. T52 the artifacts 
appeared to have been left in situ, while at Str. T53 the surface of the structure was relatively 
clean. Artifact density was high in the area to the south of the structure, especially at the 
southeast corner of Str. T53.  
9C-8-3.1 Ceramic Artifacts 
There were 9,369 ceramic sherds recovered from Str. T52 and of these, 6,459 were 
Postclassic-diagnostic sherds (69%). Like Str. T52, Str. T53 contained more Augustine Red 
wares than Paxcamán Red wares (ratio 5.7:1). A concentration of Augustine Red Ware was 
unearthed at the southeast corner of Str. T53, along with a high density of animal bones (Figure 
9C-30).  
The reconstructible Augustine Red Wares were large jars with strap handles, deposited in 
the inner corner of the frontal terrace. A total of five strap handles were recovered from this 
concentration, indicating that the concentration was not from a single large jar. Interestingly, no 
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Figure 9C-30: Concertation of Augustine Red at Str. T53. 
rim sherds were recovered from this concentration. The frequency of fragmented Augustine Red 
handles is relatively high (n=21). They are all strap handles, of both the vertical and horizontal 
variety. The use of large storage jars must have been frequent at Str. T53. 
Like Str. T52, frequencies of molcajetes are prominent at Str. T53. Eighteen fragments of 
molcajetes were collected at Str. T53: ten Picu Incised (Volador Snail-Inclusion) and eight 
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Hobonmo Incised (Augustine Red-Orange). These molcajetes were in the form of a tripod dish, 
which was very common during the Postclassic period at Tayasal. Fragments of supports were 
also frequent at Str. T53; a total of 112 fragments of tripod feet were recovered (Table 9C-3). 
Since most of the tripod feet from Str. T53 were fragments, their form of tripod is unknown. At 
Str. T52, the scroll form is most common for Snail-Inclusion Paste wares such as Paxcamán Red. 
At Str. T53, however, the trumpet form (n=10) occurred more often than the scroll form (n=6). 
No effigy form of tripod feet with Snail-Inclusion Paste wares was included. In the Vitzil 
Orange-Red paste wares, the effigy tripod form occurred most frequently at Str. T52. At Str. T53, 
however, the scroll form (n=12) occurred most frequently among the various forms. Three effigy 
forms and no trumpet form of tripod feet were recovered from Str. T53. This data from Str. T53 
suggest that the preferences of tripod feet for certain paste wares were different between Strs. 
T52 and T53. Since many of the tripod feet were used for ceremonial purposes at Str. T52, effigy 
feet for Vitzil Orange-Red Paste wares and scroll feet for Snail-Inclusion paste wares were 
preferred in ceremonial activities. On the other hand, scroll feet for Vitzil Orange-Red Paste 
wares and trumpet feet for Snail-Inclusion Paste wares were used more often at Str. T53, 
probably for domestic use. 
Postclassic Mumul Composite censers were scattered over the burial at the southwest of 
the I-shaped bench. This pattern anticipated the presence of a burial as it was a proposed 
mortuary practice at Group 23. Unlike Burial T1106-1 at Group 23B, the censer fragments here 
were included in the fill directly above the burial. A total of 691 Mumul Composite censers were 
recovered from Str. T53. 484 sherds (70%) were found above the burial. Although Level 2 
contained the most of the sherds (n=298), Level 5, 10-20 cm above the burial contained 16 
sherds. Other sherds recovered from the fill above the burial included a large number of eroded 
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Figure 9C-31: Mumul Composite Censer from Burial T53-1. 
Early to Late Classic sherds. 
Although they were too eroded to 
identify their types, they included 
fragments of basal flanges from the 
Tzakol phase (350-600 CE). This 
suggests that, although the burial 
offerings showed diagnostic to the 
Terminal Classic period, the burial could be placed during the Late Postclassic period from 
which the Mumul Composite censers were manufactured.  
Almost no effigy censer (Patojo Modeled) was identified among the censer sherds above 
the burial, except one possible sherd. They were typical hourglass form with fillet and disks 
(Figure 9C-31). Some of the sherds were partially reconstructed, though most of the sherds did 
not refit, suggesting a smash-and-scatter pattern (see Chapter 6). The scattered censers over the 
burial corresponded to other burials in Group 23. The sherds of Mumul Composite censers from 
Str. T53 resemble those from Group 23B. Effigy censers are drastically sparse at Str. T53 (n=1, 
not including a possible one from above the burial). In general, the numbers of effigy censers are 
low in Group 23C. The scarcity of Patojo Modeled censers at Str. T53 suggests that the use of 
effigy censers were restricted to certain structures in the residential groups. For civic-ceremonial 
practices, residents in Group 23C used composite censers, instead of effigy censers.  
Ceramic artifacts, other than vessels from Str. T53 include figurines, whistles/ocarinas, 
net weights, spindle whorls, beads, and pestle. A total of 12 figurines were found at Str. T53, 
including a bird head from Burial T53-1. These figurines are composed of different periods: (1) 
Preclassic, (6) Late to Terminal Classic, (1) Late Classic to Postclassic, (3) Postclassic period, 
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Figure 9C-32: Net weights from Str. T53. 
with (1) unknown (Christina Halperin, personal communication 2012). The Postclassic figurines 
include a fragment of a head, a fragment of figurine mold, and an unknown figurine. A fragment 
of a mask, possibly dating from the Late Classic to Postclassic period, included ash in the paste 
(Christina Halperin, personal communication 2012). The paste, which was all eroded, on the 
Postclassic figurines is Snail-Inclusion Paste Ware. The head fragment has light traces of red slip 
on the face and the back (Christina Halperin, personal communication 2012). The unknown 
figurine, which has a possible hole in the middle, also has some traces of red slip on the surface. 
A fragment of whistle or ocarina, which appears to be from the Late to Terminal Classic period, 
was recovered from the inside of backroom at Str. T53-2. This figurine is missing a head and 
shows a seated figure holding a jar. The paste contains ash and hematite. There are two vent 
holes on back; if they are ventages for two different stops, it could be an ocarina (Lee 1965:66). 
However, they may be suspension holes for hanging; in that case, this may be a whistle. 
 A total of seven net weights were found from Str. T53 (Figure 9C-32). Of these, six were 
recovered outside the structure to the north and west. One was deposited at the open space of Str. 
T53-1, where other ceramic artifacts (figurine mold and pestles) were found. All of them appear 
to have Vitzil Orange-Red paste of the Postclassic period, except one which appears to have Paso 
Caballo Waxy Ware of the Preclassic period. The paste of Sierra Red type of Paso Caballo Waxy 
Ware is particularly similar to 
Augustine Red of Vitzil Orange-
Red Ware. Since no other 
Preclassic net weights have been 
recovered from Group 23, this 
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Figure 9C-33: Ceramic artifacts from Str. T53. A) Ceramic bead; B) 
"Cupcake-shaped" spindle whorl. 
might be the Postclassic Vitzil Orange-Red ware. The weights of these seven net weights rages 
from 1.8 grams to 8.15 grams with the average of 3.95 grams. 
 A spindle whorl was found 
inside the back room of Str. T53-2 
(Figure 9C-33A). This is a 
semispherical form, or “cupcake” 
cross-sections (Shiratori 2008: 
table 16.I). The whorl measures 
2.68 (diameter) x 1.63 (height) cm. 
The diameter of the hole is 7.5 cm. The paste includes a slight amount of ash and has no visible 
inclusions. A fire-cloud is notable on the surface. This is the only one spindle whorl recovered 
from Str. T53. A bead-like ceramic object was found from the front terrace (Figure 9C-33B). The 
whorl is round and made of Vitzil Orange-Red paste of the Postclassic period. It measures 1.4 
(length) x 1.4 (diameter) cm, and the diameter of hole is 0.35 cm. Clay beads have been reported 
in Bullard’s collection from Late Postclassic midden at Macanche (Rice 1987:209). One of them 
appears to be similar in size to the bead from Str. T53. The bead from Macanche measure 1.4 
(length) x 1.58 (diameter) cm with a 0.38 cm drilling hole (Rice 1987:902). 
 Two fragments of ceramic pestles were found at the open space of Str. T53-1. Both 
pestles were found near each other in the humus level (Level 1). One pestle had two pieces 
which refit together (Figure 9C-34A). This pestle is conical and solid and has punctations on the 
pounding surface. The pounding surface (the base) is flat, and puncations are about 3 mm-deep. 
Although the edge of the pounding surface is broken, there are at least 20 punctated holes on the 
base.  It has a punctated decoration on two sides of the handle. These punctations are vertically 
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Figure 9C-34: Ceramic pestles from Str. T53. A) Pestle with punctations and 
decoration; B) Pestle without decoration. 
Figure 9C-35: Projectile points from Str. T53. A) Obsidian point; B) Green 
obsidian point; C) Chert point (photo by Meissner): D) Chert point. 
placed: three on one side and four 
on the other side. The diameter of 
the base is 4.5 cm. The paste of this 
pestle is yellowish gray with many 
calcites and quartz particle 
inclusions, which is typical to 
Patojo Ceramic group. The other 
pestle is a cylindrical or slightly 
conical in form and solid (Figure 
9C-34B). This is a handle for a ceramic pestle—the larger side (4.4-5.4 cm in diameter) of the 
broken handle shows some remnants of punctations. No decoration is identified on the handle, 
though the surface is fire-clouded. 
9C-8-3.2 Chipped stone artifacts 
 Chipped stone artifacts recovered from Str. T53 include projectile points, biface tools, 
polished greenstone. Total four 
projectile points were collected 
from Str. T53: two obsidian and 
two chert points (Figure 9C-35). 
Str. T53 had far fewer projectile 
points than Str. T52 despite the 
proximity. Meissner (2014) 
analyzed four projectile points 
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from Str. T53. Of two obsidian points, one fragment of a projectile point was green, indicative of 
Pachúca source in Mexico (Figure 9C-35B). This point fragment was found in the fill of front 
terrace near the south wall of Str. T53. This point may have been reused from a prismatic blade. 
Another obsidian projectile point is complete and is lightly side-notched (Figure 9C-35A). The 
dorsal surface is not smooth; two horizontal ridges are present. The ventral surface is incurvate 
with a few ripples. This point was recovered from the west area of Str. T53. Two side-notched 
chert points were recovered from the north area of the I-shaped bench of Str. T53-1. One has a 
curved proximal end (Figure 9C-35C), and the other has a slightly bipointed proximal end 
(Figure 9C-35D). The one with a slightly bipointed point appears to display the core on the 
proximal end. Three points were deposited outside of the structure, indicating that they were 
discarded as a refuse. 
 Compared to Str. T52, fewer biface tools were recovered from Str. T53. Most biface tools 
were scattered outside of the structure to the north of the I-shaped bench of Str. T53-1 and to the 
west of backroom of Str. T53-2. One biface tool was found in the fill of the front terrace. These 
biface tools include heavy axes, scraper, and bifacial cores. A thin laurel-leaf biface was 
recovered from the southeast corner of Str. T53. This is approximately 10 x 5 x 3 cm in 
dimension. The distal end of this biface is broken.  
 Although none of the biface tools were recovered from inside the structure, small 
fragments of greenstone were found in the open spaces of both Strs. T53-1 and T53-2. A 
fragment of polished greenstone, probably a fragment of adze/axe, was found at the open space 
in between the doorway to the backroom and the low raised platform. Another tiny fragment of 
greenstone, probably jade, was found in the open space of Str. T53-1, where other objects 
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Figure 9C-36: Stone pestles from Str. T53. 
(figurine mold, net weight, and ceramic pestles) were deposited. It suggests that, although they 
were tiny fragments, rare material objects may have been kept inside the structure.   
9C-8-3.3 Groundstones 
Relatively large numbers of groundstones such as mano and round pestles were recovered 
from Str. T53, indicating that domestic activities were practiced at this location. These 
groundstones were widespread on and off the structure. Three round pounding stones were found 
in the same unit near other objects (figurine mold, net weight, ceramic pestles, and a jade 
fragment) in the open space of Str. T53-1. These stones are relatively the same size and show 
signs of use-wear. One of them appeared to have been chipped off on one side so that the stone 
sits well. It is possible that they served as a hearth at the center of Str. T53-1, though no ash or 
burned materials were found. A spherical pestle was found at the northeast corner of Str. T53-1’s 
I-shaped bench. It had two gouged holes, probably for placing fingers to hold (Figure 9C-36A). 
A stemmed pestle was found at the southeast corner of Str. T53. The stemmed pestle appears to 
be made of igneous rock, and is missing the top part of the stem (Figure 9C-36B). The end of the 
pestle is coated with a white material; it is unknown if a pounding material, such as limestone, 
was applied to the material, or if it was natural. In any case, this form of pestle appears to be rare 
in this region. 
A fragment of a mano was 
recycled to serve as a construction 
fill for the west wall of Str. T53. 
This mano was nicely carved and 
polished chert and found upside 
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Figure 9C-37: Fragments of manos from Str. T53. 
down in the construction fill (Figure 9C-37A). This mano showed use-wear from pounding. 
Another fragment of mano which was recovered from the north of the I-shaped bench shows a 
reuse of broken mano (Figure 9C-37B). This mano appears to be broken once but shows a use-
wear on the broken edge, indicating that groundstones were reused after being broken. Compared 
to the many manos and pounding stones, only one fragment of metate was found in the center of 
the structure near the low platform. 
9C-8-3.4 Faunal Remains 
Like other artifacts, fewer faunal remains were recovered from Str. T53 than Str. T52. 
Nevertheless, they show a similar pattern of animal use between the two structures (Shiratori and 
Freiwald 2014). A concentration of deer bones was found at the southeast corner of the structure 
near the concentration of Augustine Red Jar fragments. Apple snails or pomacea were 
concentrated at the southern side of Str. T53-2’s backroom and the western side of the I-shaped 
bench, where the burial was located underneath. It is worthwhile to mention that a horse bone 
was identified in a context of collapse fill of the south wall upon the front terrace (Shiratori and 
Freiwald 2014). This horse bone is either a tarsal or a hindlimb element (Shiratori and Freiwald 
2014). Although it was encountered 
within the collapse fill (which 
contained ceramics diagnostic to 
the Postclassic period) the horse 
bone likely dates to the Contact 
period. As the presence of the clay 
pipe evidenced the occupation of 
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Str. T52 during the Contact or Colonial period, this horse bone exhibited the occupation of Str. 
T53 after the European contact as well. 
9C-8-3.5 Summary of Artifact Assemblage of Str. T53 
Although it contained fewer artifacts than Str. T52, artifacts from Str. T53 demonstrated a 
similar pattern of assemblages to Str. T52. This indicates that the two structures were 
contemporaneous. The presence of a burial at the center of Str. T53 was indicated by a large 
number of Postclassic censer fragments in the top layers. These censers were not effigy censers, 
but composite censers. Unlike Str. T52, the ground surface of Str. T53 was maintained and 
relatively clean. The open space in Str. T53-1, on the eastern side of Str. T53, contained a 
concentration of various artifacts. Since two ceramic pestles and three stone pestles were 
congregated in one location, this open space served domestic activities. Two other artifact 
concentrations were found to the north of the I-shaped bench of Str. T53-1 and to the west of 
backroom of Str. T53-2. These two locations were both behind the rooms, indicating that they 
were refuse deposits. The presence of the horse bone from the collapse fill upon the front terrace, 
as well as the clay pipe from Str. T52, suggests that the artifact assemblage of the Postclassic 
period in Group 23C continued into the Contact period. 
9C-9 Summary of Group 23C 
 Group 23C was a residential group located to the south of the Postclassic ceremonial 
group of Group 23A. The two residential structures in the north of the group were excavated to 
see the Postclassic occupation. These two structures, Strs. T52 and T53 were constructed in line, 
possibly facing south. Both structures had multiple residence upon the structure. Structure T52 
contained more artifacts both in situ and in refuse deposits. These artifacts included ceremonial 
items such as small masks and a large conch shell. Some fragments of a Postclassic effigy censer 
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indicated that ceremonial activities were conducted at Str. T52. Although Str. T53 had fewer 
artifacts than Str. T52, it contained a burial below the floor of the structure. Burial T53-1 
followed the mortuary pattern of Group 23 which is characterized by the seated interment facing 
south overlaid with scattered censer fragments. The burial contained a male with offerings, 
which dated to the Terminal Classic period. However, the overlaid censer fragments indicate it 
was deposited during the Late Postclassic period. The burial may have been placed in the 
Terminal Classic period, but the censers were deposited in the Late Postclassic period to 
commemorate the burial underneath. The ceramic data indicated the occupation of the two 
structures to be from the Late Postclassic period. However, both structures contained artifacts 
diagnostic to the European contact. A fragment of clay pipe was found at Str. T52, while a horse 
bone was collected at Str. T53. These suggest that ceramics of the Postclassic period endured in 
the Contact period. Since the previous excavation at Str. T95 in Group 23A recovered a musket 





Figure 10-1: Basic Ceremonial Group at Group 23A. 
Chapter 10 
Characteristics of Itza Material Culture 
10-1 Introduction 
 The excavations at Tayasal sought to discern the patterns of Itza material culture, 
comparing them to those of other Itza and the Kowoj sites. Based on the material culture 
reviewed in Chapter 6, I discuss the patterns of ceremonial and residential architecture, mortuary 
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Figure 10-2: Basic Ceremonial Group of Group Q-54 at Mayapán. Modified from Proskouriakoff 1957: Map. 
patterns, iconographies, and the ceramic assemblages at Tayasal. In doing this, I attempt to 
define the material culture of the Itza at Tayasal as the basis of a community. In addition, results 
of the chemical analyses were discussed to examine characteristics of the material culture at 
Tayasal, especially of Group 23. Identifying practices and characteristics specific to the Itza at 
Tayasal would further suggest subregional factionalism. Inter- and intra-site comparisons of the 
material culture may demonstrate a community identity in the Petén lakes region. 
10-2 Ceremonial Structures 
Group 23A was built as a basic ceremonial group, a configuration that consists of a long 
structure (Str. T99B), a raised shrine (Str. T100), and an oratorio (Str. T99A) (Figure 10-1). The 
long structure at the west faces towards a raised shrine; a probable oratorio rests at a right angle 
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(north) to the long structure facing a small structure at the south. A small platform faces the 
oratorio at the south side of the plaza. In between the open hall and the raised shrine, an altar, an 
encircled stone alignment, and a fragment of Stela 5 occupy the area. Another stela was 
identified to the northeast of the raised shrine. The open hall and possible oratorio contain a C-
shaped structure, and the open hall has a transverse room. Group 23A’s form is that of a basic 
ceremonial group and mirrors Group Q-54 in Mayapán, which stands to the northwest of the 
Castillo pyramid in the central precinct (Figure 10-2). Group Q-54 at Mayapán contains a 
colonnaded hall on the west, a shrine on the east, and an oratorio on the north. Another small 
shrine sits next to the shrine facing the colonnaded hall.  
The Petén variant of temple assemblage in the Kowoj region consists of a raised shrine 
that faces an open hall rather than a temple, and this temple always faces towards the west. The 
open hall at a right angle to the temple is a common arrangement in the Petén variant of temple 
assemblage in the Kowoj region. At Group 23A, Str. T99A is considered a possible oratorio 
because it is not on a relatively high platform and contains no effigy censers. In addition, Str. 
T99A faces south, instead of west as do all temples in the Petén variant of the temple assemblage 
(Pugh 2003). It has been postulated that Group 23A’s ceremonial group was reformed as a 
temple assemblage, incorporating Str. T95 as a temple (Shiratori 2015). This is as of yet only 
speculative. Further excavation at Str. T95 should reveal the reuse of a building during the 
Postclassic period as a temple. If so, Group 23A’s ceremonial group served as a temple 
assemblage, which would be the first example of temple assemblage in Itza territory in the Petén 
lakes region. 
The combination of an open hall and a shrine exists in eastern San Miguel at Tayasal, 
Quexil, and Ixlú (see Chapter 5). As we discussed, if this pattern is the Itza variant of the basic 
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ceremonial group, Group 23A’s ceremonial group shows this pattern with an additional oratorio. 
Since fragments of effigy censers were recovered from the open halls in the Itza region, open 
halls were the focus of ceremonial activities. This indicates a traditional pattern for the Itza’s 
ceremonial activities at open halls during the Terminal Classic period in the Petén lakes region. 
This pattern continued into the Postclassic period when immigrants from Yucatán joined the Itza 
of Petén. 
If the Petén variant of temple assemblage in the Kowoj region was an “ethnospecific 
construction” (Pugh 2003 following Bálint 1994) that served as an overt signifier of the Kowoj 
affiliation to Mayapán, the Chich'en Itza-affiliated Itza might not have constructed temple 
assemblages. In other words, the Itza of Petén avoided the using Mayapán-affiliated temple 
assemblages in the Petén lakes region to distinguish themselves from the Kowoj. While the 
Kowoj constructed structures to create temple assemblages and maintained the focus of 
ceremonial activities at the temple in the Petén lakes region during the Postclassic period, the 
Itza also constructed arrangements in the order of the basic ceremonial group; but incorporated 
traditional (and local) ceremonial activities in open halls. 
10-3 Residential Structures 
Another difference between the architectural patterns of Tayasal and Zacpetén comes to 
us from their residential structures. The first difference is in construction—Kowoj residences 
included much more masonry than Itza residences. Both groups partially composed their 
residences of perishable materials, but the Itza relied on perishable materials for their residences 
much more than the Kowoj. There was no difference in the amount of masonry in Kowoj and 
Itza ceremonial structures (Pugh and Shiratori 2017). 
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Domestic groups in Groups 23B and 23C at Tayasal appear to have multiple residences in 
each patio group. At Group 23B, Strs. T1106 and T97 were constructed on the same platform 
two meters apart, facing each other. Although both structures had a C-shaped bench, a common 
construction pattern during the Postclassic period in Petén lakes region, this architectural 
configuration of two C-shaped structures facing one another has not been reported in the Kowoj 
region, nor at any other site in the Petén lakes region.  
At Group 23C, two structures (Strs. T52 and T53) rest side by side six meters apart. Both 
appear to be multiple residences each on the same platform. Structures on these platforms 
contain I- or L-shaped benches, which have also been seen at Zacpetén. These structures on Strs. 
T52 and T53 may have been later additional construction episodes. The eastern structure, T52 
contains an L-shaped bench at the southeast corner of the platform. The western structure, T52-1 
contains an S-shaped partition inside of the structure. This partition is so unique that it has not 
been reported elsewhere in Yucatán or Petén. The eastern structure, Str. T53-1 holds an I-shaped 
bench on the northeast corner of the platform, and a burial was encountered at the southwest 
corner of the bench. The western structure, Str. T53-2 appears to have a tandem form and to be 
partitioned by an L-shaped bench on the south side of the front room. A square, low platform sits 
at the center of Str. T53 platform. 
Domestic structures at Zacpetén were constructed in a tandem form, which have front and 
back rooms partitioned by a wall and stands alone on a platform. The pattern of residential 
structures at Tayasal suggests that they served as a sort of extended family residence, while that 
of Kowoj may have been a “neolocal” type of post-marital residence. The typical dwelling style 
at Mayapán is similar to that of Zacpetén; a tandem form with a single structure on a platform 
(Proskouriakoff 1962; Russel 2008). These differences in architectural complexes may indicate 
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distinctions in the expression of Itza and Kowoj community identities. Closer similarities 
between Mayapán and Zacpetén reflect, and indeed support, the Kowoj claim of ties to Mayapán. 
Str. T1121 in San Bernabé, Tayasal, may have been two C-shaped structures, resembling a pair 
of structures in Group 23B. This architectural configurations might be an Itza residential pattern 
at Tayasal. Further excavations of residential structures at Tayasal would reveal a pattern of 
multiple residential configuration which is unique to the Itza. 
A Postclassic residential structure, Str. T1128 in Group 29A was a C-shaped facing 
southwest and oriented in the inter-cardinal direction. This structure stands alone in the center of 
the Late/Terminal Classic plaza, not aligning with any structures in the plaza. Similarly, a 
residential structure Str. T1113 in Group 23B stands alone facing southwest and not aligning 
with any structures in Groups 23B and 23C. Further research to these independent residential 
structures oriented in an inter-cardinal direction within Tayasal would provide an interesting 
discussion for an Itza’s residential configuration.   
10-4 Ceramics 
Decorated Postclassic ceramic wares recovered from Group 23 in the Petén lakes region 
are primarily red-slipped wares. Within the Postclassic ceramic types identified from our recent 
excavations, 34% are Paxcamán Red, 31% are Pozo Unslipped, 9% are Mumul Composite, and 6%  
Table 10-1: Sherd counts of Paxcamán Red and Augustine Red sherds from Group 23. 
 Group 23A Group 23B Group 23C 
Paxcamán Red 190 1241 3899 
Augustine Red 137 518 7819 
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are Augustine Red. Two Topoxté Red sherds, and three Trapeche Pink sherds were found, while 
no Tachis Red sherds were recovered. A ceramic group consisting of Augustine—Vitzil Orange-
Red Paste ware appears to be associated with the Itza (Cecil 2007; Rice 2009). The relatively 
large number of Augustine Red wares indicates that the Itza lived at Tayasal during the 
Postclassic period. Augustine Red sherds are considered to be a temporal marker for the Early 
Postclassic period and to decrease in frequency during the Late Postclassic period. Alternatively, 
Paxcamán Red with a gray paste color become more common. This shift is not clear in Group 23  
at Tayasal since Augustine Red continues into the possible Contact period (see Chapter 6-5). In 
general, the shift from Augustine to Paxcamán is probably due to the shift in the trend of ceramic 
wares among the Itza at Tayasal. Another interpretation is that different social groups lived in the 
different time.  
On the contrary, Clemencia Cream ware is rarely found at Tayasal in the Itza region. Like 
the scarcity of Clemencia Cream wares in the Itza region, Vitzil Orange-Red wares are recovered 
significantly less often from the Kowoj at Zacpetén. A large number of Augustine Red slipped 
wares were collected from residential structures in Group 23 (Table 10-1). Distinctive patterns in 
the distribution of Postclassic ceramic wares in each community indicate different hallmarks of 
social identity and economic organization in the region. The Itza and Kowoj may have had 
different loci of production and exchange systems.  
Group 23A (ceremonial group) contained 190 Paxcamán Red and 137 Augustine Red 
sherds. At Str. T94 on the east side of the ceremonial group, Augustine Red was recovered twice 
as often as Paxcamán Red: this indicates that Augustine Red was more common in the 
ceremonial activities around the reset Stela 4. Group 23B (residential group) had 1,241 
Paxcamán Red and 518 Augustine Red sherds, while Group 23C (residential group) had 3,899 
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Paxcamán Red and 7,819 Augustine Red sherds. This suggests that occupants in Group 23C 
favored Augustine Red to Paxcamán Red. Alternatively, the occupation of Group 23C was more 
intensive during the Early Postclassic period than that of Group 23B. 
Most of the red-slipped sherds from Group 23 were severely eroded, and it was not 
possible to identify by decoration whether they were Sacá or Ixpop Polychrome among the red 
slipped, Snail-Inclusion Paste wares. Red-slipped sherds from Flores are better in condition: 
people in the capital island had access to the better quality red slipped pottery in the Itza region. 
The abundance of red-slipped sherds in Group 23 indicates that they were widely utilized in 
ceremonial and domestic contexts. 
 10-4-1 Postclassic censers 
 The excavation by the Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal focused on the Main Group at 
Tayasal and yielded a large amount of Postclassic censers. No complete Mayapán style-effigy 
censers were recovered, but scattered fragments were found across Group 23. Composite censers 
were more dominant than effigy censers in Group 23 (Table 10-2). At the ceremonial group 
(Group 23A), fragments of composite censers represented 97% of the sample (n=1249); while 
effigy censer fragments were at 3% (n=34). Composite censers were also in fragments, 
indicating that they were also smashed in situ. Excavations around the reset Stela 4 at Str. T94 
revealed large quantities of composite censer fragments, which composed 67% of the recovered 
sherds. Composite censers are in an hourglass form with impressed fillet, spike, and disk 
Table 10-2: Sherd counts of effigy and composite censers from Group 23. 
 Group 23A Group 23B Group 23C 
Effigy Censer 34 145 49 
Composite Censer 1249 1160 1151 
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applique. They served as an important apparatus for ancestor worship at the reset stelae in Group 
23A. In addition to the censer sherds, this area contained a large number of Augustine Red and  
Paxcamán Red sherds as well as numerous obsidian, and chert, projectile points.  These 
artifacts indicate that Structure T94 was a focus of ceremonial activities during the Postclassic 
period at Tayasal. Although the exact number of sherds from Str. T99B by the CUDEP 
excavation in 1997 is unavailable; we assume that composite censers were more abundant than 
effigy censers at Str. T99B, the open hall, because open hall structures at Zacpetén contained 
numerous effigy censers (Pugh 2001). 
 At residential Group 23B, several fragments of effigy censers were recovered from the 
concentration of smashed censers on top of the burial. Similar to Group 23A, composite 
hourglass censers with impressed fillet and disk applique are more common in the concentration 
at Group 23B (98% composite and 2% effigy censers). At Tayasal, the rim of composite censers 
is typically bolstered with a short-flared neck, while the pedestal base rim is straight with vertical 
sides. The recurving side is a more rounded barrel shape than the Puxteal Modeled of Cocahmut 
Complex reported by A. Chase (1983:157). Finger-impressed fillets were applied on both breaks 
of the neck and pedestal base. One or two sets of two or three applied buttons are placed 
vertically in between fillets on the body. The approximate diameter of each button is 1.8 -2.0 cm 
and the center of the button is impressed using a hollow round object, possibly a shell. The paste 
of the Patojo ceramic group from Tayasal is more yellowish brown than that from Flores and 
other sites in the Kowoj region.  
Another residential group, Group 23C shows an interesting contrast to the censer 
fragments between two residential structures. Only one sherd of effigy censer was recovered 
from Str. T53, which contained a Postclassic burial. Excluding the unidentified censer sherds, 
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708 composite censer sherds were found in Str. T53. In contrast, Str. T52 contained 48 effigy 
and 443 composite censer sherds. Although the lack of effigy censers at Str. T53 may be due to a 
sampling error in the excavation; it also suggests the restricted use of effigy censers in certain 
residential structures at Group 23.  
Postclassic incense burners of Tayasal and Zacpetén differ: at Zacpetén, a great number 
of Mayapán-style effigy censers were recovered. A large number of effigy censers were 
recovered from the temple (Str. 602) in Group A at Zacpetén (n=1,389), which contained 94 
sherds of composite censers. More composite censers were found in the open hall structures in 
both ceremonial and domestic groups (i.e. Str. 719) at Zacpetén. This indicates that composite 
censers were associated with open halls at Zacpetén. It is noteworthy that various wares and 
types of effigy censers were identified and recovered at Zapceten, such as Pitufo Modeled of 
Snail-Inclusion Paste wares, Idolos Modeled of Clemencia Cream wares, and Kulut Modeled of 
Uapake Carbonate wares. Conversely, at Tayasal Group 23, Pitufo and Kulut Modeled censers 
were rarely identified, on top of that the scarcity of the Clemencia Cream Paste wares. The use 
of effigy censers was the primary activity discerned in temples in the Kowoj region. The wide 
variety of effigy censers suggests that Kowoj identity stood in relation to the Xiw people at 
Mayapán, where plentiful effigy censers were produced and utilized. 
The stylistic similarities between Petén and Belize are notable when comparing Tayasal 
effigy censers to those from other sites. The similarities include perforated eye pupils, compared 
to the painted eye pupils on Chen Mul censers at Mayapán (see Chapter 6). Perforated eye pupils 
are also characteristic to figurines during the Postclassic period in the Petén lakes region 
(Halperin 2012, 2014, 2017). Small masks from Str. T52 show similar characteristics of those of 
perforated eyes. Christina Halperin (2017:528) notes that Postclassic figurines tend to expose 
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teeth and have suspension holes on their temples. Three masks were recovered from Str. T52: the 
occupants of Str. T52 may have carried these small masks as pendants and engaged in civic-
ceremonial activities. 
Halperin (2013) also mentions that Postclassic figurines often depict female figures, in 
contrast to the male figures depicted on the effigy censers and murals. While male figures in 
effigy censers were deposited in ceremonial contexts such as open halls, female figurines were 
cached more often in domestic contexts at Group 23 (Str. T1106 in Group 23B and Str. T53 in 
Group 23C). This may indicate the shift of practice from the use of effigy censers to figurines in 
the Postclassic period at the residential areas of Group 23. The low quantities of effigy censers 
recovered from domestic context at Tayasal suggest a reduction in the use of effigy censers for 
ritual activities. This reduction corresponded to an increase of non-effigy censers from domestic 
contexts, which further suggests a shift in the emphasis away from the public expression of ritual 
activity within a community at Tayasal.  
Excavations at Tayasal have yielded very sparse amounts of deity effigy censers in 
comparison to other sites in the Petén lakes region. Unearthed effigy censes at Tayasal are 
mostly fragments, and the majority of censers were non-effigy. It is possible that the Spaniards 
destroyed the censers with pagan images as “idols” after the conquest, unlike at Zacpetén which 
Spanish clerics rarely visited (Rice 2009:281). In any case, the lack of Mayapán-related effigy 
censers in the Itza region may indicate the avoidance of such objects or their very restricted use, 
differentiating them from the Mayapán-related Kowoj. 
Previous excavations at Tayasal and Flores recovered “Mixtec” handled censers of the 
early Cocahmut era (Chase and Chase 1983; Cowgill 1963). A few fragments of Postclassic ladle 
censers were found in Group 23. They are not particularly common in the Petén lakes region 
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(Rice 1987:179). Rice (2009:288) notes that ladle censers are not common at Kowoj sites as well 
as in Xiw sites in Yucatán. Rather, they appear to be associated with Chich'en Itza, especially 
during the late facet of the Sotuta ceramic complex in Yucatán (Cobos Palma 2004; Rice 
2009:288). The scarcity of ladle censers in the Petén lakes region suggests that such censer forms 
were no longer in style and fashion during the Postclassic period. 
The occurrence of Mayapán-style effigy censers in Petén during the Late Postclassic 
period suggests some degree of religious unity throughout the Maya lowlands. The widespread 
occurrence of hourglass censers in the Maya lowlands during the Postclassic period is evident 
from the archaeology. In addition, hourglass censers were illustrated in the Postclassic Dresden 
Codex and Madrid Codex, depicting the scenes of Wayeb' rites and New Year’s ceremonies. The 
burning of incense during these calendrical ceremonies was noted by Bishop Landa during the 
Colonial period in Yucatán. Colonial accounts indicate that smashing and depositing censers at 
Group 23B may have been performed as a termination ritual in relation to k'atun cycles. 
10-5 Mortuary Practices 
Excavations in Group 23 have yielded four of Postclassic burials: two from the 
ceremonial group, and two from domestic groups (Table 10-3). These four burials shared similar 
mortuary patterns. In the ceremonial group, one burial was found in the raised shrine (Str. T100) 
and another in the long structure (Str. T99B) of the Postclassic basic ceremonial group. Structure 
T100 was excavated by the University of Pennsylvania and yielded a Postclassic burial in a cist. 
The burial contained a male adult (probably facing north) in a seated position accompanied with 
an abundance of censer fragments on the top of the structure. The burial from Str. T99B was  
excavated by the Centro Universitario del Petén (CUDEP) and contained an individual in a 
seated position in a cist. The orientation of the dead is unknown, but it was covered by a large  
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Table 10-3: Characteristics of burials from Group 23. 
number of Postclassic censer fragments. Two burials from the domestic contexts were excavated 
by Proyecto Arqueológico Tayasal. Both burials shared the same pattern. A Postclassic burial 
from Group 23B was located in between two structures and covered by a multitude of smashed 
Postclassic composite censers. The burial included a middle-aged adult male who was placed in 
the burial seated and facing north. Another burial from Str. T53 in Group 23C included a seated 
male facing north, accompanied by a large number of censer fragments on top of the burial 
feature.  
The mortuary pattern of seated burials facing the north overlaid with censer fragments 
appears to be an Itza trait, especially at Group 23 (Figure 10-3). Similarly, most burials at Str. 
T123 in Group 25A of the Main Group had flexed burials (Burials 1, 4, 5, and 6) with heads 
oriented to the north (except Burial 6, where the head was oriented west). Although it is 
uncertain whether these burials contained smashed censers above the burials, the body position 
seems to follow the same rule as ones in Group 23. Two burials in the ceremonial group at 
Group 23 had a cist construction. At Str. T123 in Group 25A, all burials appear to have had a cist. 
 Burial Position Head Offerings 
Group 23A 
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Figure 10-3: Mortuary Pattern of Group 23. 
If so, a cist burial is another character for the mortuary pattern in the ceremonial group of the Itza 
at Tayasal. 
This pattern has not been 
previously identified in the region. 
Mass graves were found in the 
temple assemblage of Group A at 
Zacpetén (Pugh 2001; Duncan 2005, 
2009) and in Structure L at Topoxté 
(Bullard 1970). Mortuary treatments 
at mass graves exhibit the 
manipulation of the remains of the dead. The remains were mostly disarticulated, suggesting a 
secondary deposit (Duncan 2009). Burials were rarely found in the domestic groups at Zacpetén, 
unlike Mayapán (Pugh 2001). Only one burial from the domestic context at Zacpetén contained a 
seated burial facing north (Pugh 2001:444-445). This burial was located outside of the patio of 
Str. 732. A large number of non-censer ceramics were recovered from the layer above the burial. 
This burial shares a similar burial pattern to the Itza at Tayasal, though more samples from the 
Kowoj region for comparison. 
Seated or flexed burials, presumably bundled, were commonly practiced during the 
Postclassic Period throughout the Maya. The association of smashed censer fragments with 
burials has also been reported from the Late Postclassic sites of Lamanai (Pendergast 1998) and 
Santa Rita (Chase 1982), Belize. Pendergast (1998:59) calls this burial practice “smash-and-
scatter.” The smashed censers at Lamanai and Santa Rita were scattered in the burial, as opposed 
to “above” the burial at Tayasal. However, this practice is absent in the Kowoj region, and 
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Mayapán. The Itza at Tayasal may have shared migration histories with those who inhabited 
Lamanai and Santa Rita. It is also likely that the Kowoj avoided the use of this burial practice to 
differentiate themselves them from the Itza.  
While Burial T53-1 in Group 23C is located near the center of Str. T53, the location of 
Burial T1106-1 in Group 23B is in between two structures. This difference between two 
residential groups leads us to consider Strs. T97 and T1106 in Group 23B as possibly a single 
structure facing west. In this case, Burial T1106-1 is located near the benches in the rear of the 
structure. In Zacpetén, no residential structures faced west (Pugh 2009:200). If this structure 
faced west and it was a residential structure, we can assume that the occupants of Group 23B 
were unlikely Kowoj.  
Burial T53-1 appears to be the only burial that contained associated offerings (Table 10-
3). Although Burial T1106-1 had a fragment of obsidian blade, no other associated offerings 
were found with remains. The red-slipped pedestal vessel in Burial T53-1 is possibly made of 
Tinaja Red from the Late/Terminal Classic period. This chalice form is very unusual: a pedestal 
fragment was also recovered from the excavation at the edge of the platform of Str. T1114 in 
Group 27B, at a 30 m east of Str. T52. This pedestal fragment appears to be made of Tinaja Red 
from the Late/Terminal Classic period. Since associated materials at both contexts (Burial T53-1 
and Str. T1114) are from the Postclassic period, this paste may be a new local paste of the 
Postclassic period, endured from Tinaja Red. The similar form of vessel was found from Str. 
2016 at Ixlú (Rice and Rice 2016:67, Figure 5.3d). Str. 2016 is a small Postclassic shrine in a 
basic ceremonial group (see Chapter 6). This vessel was made of Snail-Inclusion Paste ware 
(Rice and Rice 2016:67). 
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Figure 10-4: Serpent motif depicted on Picu Incised, Thub variety, recovered 
from Str. T20 (San Bernabé) at Tayasal. Photo by Timothy Pugh. 
A certain number of other associated offerings at Burial T53-1 (7 bone awls, 16, obsidian 
blades, 15 tinkler olive shells, 1 marine shell, 1 shell bead, 1 animal head figurine, and 2 dog 
canines) may indicate some particular meanings to be associated to the interred individual. These 
offerings were deposited in a pile next to the vessel, except for one bone awl which was found 
near the skull. In order to deposit them in a pile, they might have been enclosed in a bag or sack 
made of organic material.  
10-6 Iconography 
No sculpted serpent iconography has been found at Group 23, although motifs of other 
reptilian creatures such as crocodiles and serpents are depicted on pottery (Rice 1989). A 
fragment of effigy censer that depicts a serpent (“a serpent jar”) was recovered from Str. T99B, 
the open hall in Group 23A (Ramirez 2004). Reptilian motifs appear on slipped pottery, depicted 
in stylized motifs (e.g., “Reptilian Eye” motif or gaping mouth reptile) (Figure 10-4). 
Representations of reptiles also appear on zoomorphic supports with red-slipped vessel. This 
type of tripod vessel is more common in the Itza capital than any other sites in the Petén Lakes 
region, while it is rare in the 
Kowoj region. The domestic 
groups in Tayasal yielded an 
abundant number of such tripod 
feet (n=37). Reptilian effigy 
supports are specifically 
associated with the Augustine 
Red of the Vitzil Orange-Red 
Paste ware and concentrated in 
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Str. T52. Thirty-two out of thirty-seven fragments of identified Augustine Red effigy supports 
were from Str. T52. It is likely that residents in Group 23 participated in the Quetzalcoatl cult or 
used reptile motifs of Postclassic International symbol set. The distribution of reptile tripods on 
the paste type which is probably associated with the Itza may indicate that the elites employed 
visible symbols of reptile motifs as a connection to Chich'en Itza or the Itza lord, Kan Ek' 
(“snake star”) (Barrerra Vásquez 1980).  
10-7 Reuse of Ceremonial Groups 
The Postclassic occupants of Tayasal resided in the Main Group and reused the old, 
possibly abandoned structures. Excavations in Group 23A, the ceremonial group, revealed that 
this area was reoccupied during the Postclassic period with modifications to the previously 
existing structures. Most structures in the group date to the Late Preclassic period, except Str. 
T100 which was constructed during the Early Postclassic period. Structure T100 was an ancestral 
shrine that contained burials, which were incorporated into the architectural arrangement of the 
basic ceremonial group in Group 23A.  The open hall-Str. T99B may have existed before the 
Postclassic migrants occupied Group 23 because the long structure with a C-shaped 
superstructure is characteristic of the local Itza of Petén since the Late to Terminal Classic period. 
The long structure of local tradition and the open hall of Mayapán temple assemblage merged 
into the Petén variant of temple assemblage at Tayasal. This resembles Zacpetén, where the 
Plaza Plan 2 of the Late Classic period at Group A was rearranged into the Kowoj-style temple 
assemblage. 
As a part of the Postclassic ceremonial complex, Structure T94 rests upon a possible Late 
Preclassic E-Group. Structure T94 is a Postclassic L-shaped structure and accompanies the lower 
part of a stela, Stela 4, which stands on the western edge of the structure. This half of a Classic-
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period monument appears to have been relocated during the Late Postclassic period. Stela 4 may 
have been reset into the current location because the bottom of stela stands inside the Terminal 
Classic-plaster floor. A pavement of flat limestones overlaid the Terminal Classic floor 
surrounding the reset Stela 4 during the Late Postclassic period. Reset stela became a focal point 
of ceremonial activities, using a variety of composite censers. It remains unknown why Stela 4 
was reset in this location (on the edge of Str. T94) and was not instead associated with Str. T95, a 
possible temple. Structure T95 was also modified at least twice during the Postclassic period. 
The second modification during the Middle Postclassic period sealed the room and added steps 
to the front staircases. The carved monument that carries a “star-war” Lamat glyph was found 
near Str. T95; this fragment may have been relocated to this area when the structure was 
renovated in the Middle Postclassic period. 
Likewise, two more stelae in Group 23A may have been reset during the Postclassic 
period. Stela 3 stood at the northeast of Str. T100 and Stela 5 still stands in front of Str. T99B. 
Although both Stelae 3 and 5 have not been excavated, it is likely that they have censer 
fragments scattered around them on the ground. The original locations of these stelae are 
unknown, but they were likely standing within Group 23A. Stela 1 and 2, as well as Lintel 1 in 
Group 25A, are other examples of the reuse of earlier carved monuments during the Postclassic 
period at Tayasal. Group 25A is more than 200 m to the northeast of Group 23A, and it is likely 
within a range of the same community. Group 25A was reoccupied by Postclassic inhabitants 
who reset stelae and constructed Str. T123 at the center of the plaza. Several burials were placed 
around Str. T123 with a mortuary pattern similar to Group 23. Structure T123 had four doorways 
in each direction: this radial construction is similar to the El Castillo at Chich'en Itza and 
Mayapán. Group 25A was reoccupied and used as a ceremonial group because numerous effigy 
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censers were recovered around Str. T123. Although Groups 23 and 25 were occupied by the 
same community, the use of these two ceremonial groups may have been different. Group 23A 
was rearranged into a basic ceremonial group, while Group 25A was supplemented by a radial 
structure in the center. At Group 25A, Str. T124 on the eastern side of plaza may have served as 
a temple, while the northern Str. T125 may have served as a colonnaded/open hall. In that case, 
Str. T123 could have been an ancestral shrine with burials. 
In Group 29, the Postclassic occupation was identified on top of Late to Terminal Classic 
buildings. No major architectural change occurred to these buildings, except Str. T1128. It was 
constructed at the center of the plaza, at an inter-cardinal orientation unrelated to the other 
buildings in Group 23A (Figure 9A-12). Similarly, Str. T247 in Cerro Mo' was constructed and 
oriented to an inter-cardinal direction during the Late Postclassic period.  Str. T1128 at Group 
29A appears to be a C-shaped domestic structure, while Str. T247 in Cerro Mo' is a C-shaped 
shrine. The Late Postclassic occupants of Group 29A may have constructed a domestic structure 
(Str. T1128) in the center of the plaza in order to desecrate the plaza.  These occupants are 
probably the members of the same community as Group 23, if not elites. The C-shaped shrine, 
Str. T247 stands to the right of a natural hill (Str. T248). Christina Halperin (2014) who 
excavated both the structure and the hill concluded that the natural hill next to the shrine was 
venerated as an abandoned ancient building by the Late Postclassic occupants. We have seen a 
similar treatment at Lamanai: the Late Postclassic inhabitants conducted ceremonial activities in 
front of the ruined Str. N9-56 (see Chapter 5). 
The reuse of carved monuments is also seen among the Kowoj. Stelae 3 and 4 at Str. 601 
in Group A, Zacpetén, were found built into the wall (Pugh 2001). Two structures that contained 
the reuse of carved monuments in Group A at Zacpetén face each other in a temple assemblage 
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Figure 10-5: Reuse of Altar 1 as a wall at Str. 606 and Stela 4 at Str. 601, Zacpetén. Drawings adapted from Pugh 2001: 
Figures 7-4, 7-33; Pugh and Rice 2009: Map 7-3. Images from http://www.itzaarchaeology.com/. 
(Figure 10-5). These carved monuments may have been associated with the structures in which 
they were embedded during the Terminal Classic period. The Postclassic temple assemblage of 
Group A was the “reuse” of the Plaza Plan 2 arrangements of the Late Classic period. The 
rearrangement of ceremonial groups during the Postclassic period is similar to that of Group 23A 
at Tayasal. Group 23A was rearranged into a basic ceremonial group during the Postclassic 
period. Compared to the reuse of carved monuments at Tayasal, the ancient monuments were not 
re-erected in their original position (upright for stelae and laid down for altars). This indicates a 
difference between the Itza at Tayasal and the Kowoj at Zacpetén, how they reused and 
incorporated the ancient monuments of the local past into their activities during the Late 
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Figure 10-6: Six chemical groups identified in the INAA analysis. Ellipses are arbitrary. 
Postclassic period. Similar reuse of ancient monument into the wall of the Postclassic building 
was noted by the author at Nixtun-Chi'ich'. In order to further discuss the different reuse of 
ancient monuments by different community groups in the Petén lakes region, further 
investigations in this region is required. 
10-8 Chemical Analysis 
10-8-1 INAA Analysis 
A total of 59 of the 63 samples sherds were measured by the instrumental neutron 
activation analysis (INAA). Samples were from Tayasal (n=51), Flores (n=7), and Yalain (n=1). 
Of samples from Tayasal 10 samples were obtained from the San Bernabé area. The data were 
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submitted to multivariate statistical cluster analyses using SPSS. Six discrete chemical groups 
were defined in the INAA analysis using their distances from a bivariate projection (Figure 10-6). 
Bivariate projection on the elements of Thorium and Chromium shows the 59 assigned 
specimens into five groups, established by the SPSS analysis.  
Groups 3 (n=5), 4 (n=6), and 5 (n=29) represent primarily carbonate-tempered paste, 
which was common in the Petén lakes region during the Postclassic Period (Rice 1987). Group 4 
represents the finest paste in six groups, composed of silt in clay. Group 6 (n=2) represents non-
carbonate tempered paste that is composed of high frequencies of cerium, copper, and iron. 
Group 1 (n=6) contains both carbonate-and non-carbonate-tempered pastes with higher in 
chromium and thorium. Group 2 (n=5) is composed of carbonate-tempered paste that is higher in 
chromium and also has higher concentrations of calcium. This would infer that there is dolomite 
inclusion in limestone rich-clay. 
The INAA analysis provides data for understanding the production and distribution of the 
Postclassic ceramics at Tayasal. For the most part, the samples from Tayasal demonstrate 
homogenous compositional data. Homogenous carbonate tempered paste found in both Group 23 
and San Bernabé during the Postclassic period suggest that carbonate tempered pottery was 
probably produced locally at Tayasal and widely distributed within the site. Some of the volcanic 
ash tempered pottery may have produced and circulated during the Terminal Classic to Early 
Postclassic, since they are more common in the Late Classic Period.  
The majority of the Snail-Inclusion Paste wares were carbonate tempered. Only one 
sample of Paxcamán Red had the volcanic ash-tempered paste. This sample has higher 
frequencies of sodium and rubidium and lower in calcium. This sample was collected from 
Structure T29 in San Bernabé. Two samples of Topoxté Red in Clemencia Cream Paste wares 
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from Flores and Yalain presented the similar compositional data within the same group (Group 
3). These sherds have the carbonate temper with higher frequencies of calcium. The chemical 
composition of Augustin Red was divided into the carbonate and the non-carbonate (volcanic ash) 
temper. The carbonate-tempered Augustin Red sherds have a similar chemical composition of 
paste to the Snail-Inclusion Paste wares. Of 16 Augustine Red samples, 4 were collected from 
San Bernabé. Among 4 Augustine Red sherds, 3 were the non-carbonate tempered paste. This is 
a higher frequency than the non-carbonate tempered Augustine Red from Group 23 (1 of 12 
samples). Various chemical groups of Augustine Red may reflect various manufacturing recipes 
and geographic zones. Although the sample size is too small, we could speculate that the 
inhabitants in San Bernabé utilized non-carbonate tempered Augustin Red pottery, which was 
manufactured somewhere else, possibly Nixtun-Ch'ich'.  
By comparing ceramics from Tayasal to those from Flores, the paste and temper from 
Flores are finer and denser as opposed to coarser and more crumbly from Tayasal. In general, the 
pottery excavated from Tayasal is less well-preserved than that from Flores. Unlike red-slipped 
pottery recovered from Flores that has thick and glossy slips, the decorated pottery excavated 
from Tayasal is severely deteriorated. The INAA data indicates that the pottery from Flores has a 
higher quantity of silt in the temper than that from Tayasal. Silt is composed mainly of small 
particles of quartz and feldspar. This makes the pottery higher in quality. Ronald Bishop 
(personal communication 2012) commented that the samples from Flores are similar to pottery 
from Motul de San José at the northwestern shore of the Lake Petén Itza.    
 The Itza at Tayasal appear to have continued manufacturing pottery with local clay and 
calcite temper after the Spanish Contact, rather than using imported clay and technology. This 
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Figure 10-7: Map of the major obsidian sources in Guatemala and Mexico. 
further suggests that the chemical composition of the Late Postclassic pottery in the Petén lakes 
region cannot be used for determining chronology at Tayasal.  
While the INAA data provide us with the specific chemical compositional differences of 
the ceramic pastes that indicate different clay resources, research on paint and exterior slips must 
be conducted to obtain a better understanding of the technology and technique of pottery in the 
Petén lakes region. The analysis may also reveal locations of local workshops based on chemical 
similarity of the decoration on the pottery with excavated samples.  
10-8-2 PXRF Analysis 
 A total of 818 pieces of obsidian prismatic blades were analyzed by portable x-ray 
fluorescence (pXRF). Of 818, 145 samples were from Group 23, 633 were from San Bernabé, 
and 40 were from Cerro Mo'. The chemical composition of all samples were assigned to one of 6 
known sources and 2 unknown sources. Three major Guatemalan sources are El Chayal, 
Ixtepeque, and San Martin Jilotepeque (SMJ), and three other sources are Pachuca, Zaragoza, 
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Figure 10-8: Bivariate scatterplot of elemental concentrations between Iron (Fe) and Rubidium (Rb). A) by Area within Tayasal, 
B) by Structure within Group 23A. 
and Ucareo in central Mexico (Figure10-7). Several bivariate elements were used to plot to 
reflect general compositional differences among samples. Bivariate projection on the elements of 
Iron (Fe) and Rubidium (Rb) plotted with SPSS (Figure 10-8). 
10-8-2.1 Intra-Site Analysis 
Figure 10-8 and Table 10-4 shows that samples were assigned to three distinct 
Guatemalan sources. Samples from Group 23 had mainly Ixtepeque (69%) and smaller quantities 
of El Chayal (25%) and SMJ (6%). The Cerro Mo' group had mostly SMJ (83%), smaller 
quantities of El Chayal (15%), and no Ixtepeque. Samples from San Bernabé are equally 
distributed in three sources: SMJ (44%), El Chayal (29%), and Ixtepeque (27%). Since samples 
from Cerro Mo' were collected from the contexts of the Terminal Classic Period, not including 
the Postclassic materials, we can postulate that inhabitants in Cerro Mo' during the Terminal 
Classic Period were linked to trade networks tied to SMJ or simply preferred SMJ obsidian. This 
trend shifts in the Late Postclassic occupation at Group 23, where the Ixtepeuque source became 
dominant. In the later Contact and Colonial period occupation at San Bernabé, three sources 






Colonial period inhabitants recycled obsidian blades from earlier periods. Alternatively, 
much of the obsidian recovered from San Bernabé might have simply been included in the 
Terminal Classic and Late Preclassic occupations and not actually used by the colonial occupants 
of the area. 
I analyzed samples by structures within Group 23 to examine patterns between 
ceremonial and residential areas. Samples from the ceremonial group were collected in Str. T94 
of Group 23A, while samples from the residential group were collected in Strs. T97 and T1106 
of Group 23B, and T52 and T53 of Group 23C. While sample numbers are very small, samples 
from Str. T94 do not have the SMJ source; Str. T97 has no El Chayal source. Structure T52, the 
largest samples in Group 23, had Ixtepeteque (77%), El Chayal (20%), and SMJ (2%). Such 
proportions are similar to other structures within Group 23. This suggests a potential tendency in 
procurement patterns during the Late Postclassic period in Group 23. 
This study suggests shifting exchange trends from the Terminal classic to the Colonial 
period, as well as a subregional community within Tayasal. Such difference within Tayasal was 
likely due to different raw material acquisition strategies. The previous study (Rice 1984) in the 
Petén lakes region suggested shifting exchange trends from El Chayal to Ixtepeque during the 
transition from the Terminal Classic to the Postclassic period. However, samples from Cerro Mo' 
(mainly from the Terminal Classic period) had the high frequency of SMJ. Nathan Meissner 
Table 10-4: Obsidian sources from three different groups within Tayasal. 
 Group 23A San Bernabé Cerro Mo' 
El Chayal 25% (n=36) 29% (n=185) 15% (n=6) 
Ixtepeque 69% (n=99) 27% (n=169) 0 
San Martin 
Jilotepeque 
6% (n=9) 44% (n=277) 83% (n=33) 
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(2017) notes that this pattern is similar to Ceibal during the Terminal Classic period. Compared 
to a slightly more SMJ source in San Bernabé, Group 23 significantly preferred the Ixtepeque 
source. This corresponds to the INAA results: the assemblage of the chemical data do not match 
between Group 23 and San Bernabé, indicating two distinct communities.  
10-8-2.2 Inter-Site Analysis 
 In order to compare the compositional analysis between Tayasal and neighboring sites, 
304 samples of obsidian blade fragments from the Sector QQ excavations at Nixtun-Ch'ich' (a 
Late Postclassic ceremonial group) were analyzed using the same pXRF device. Interesting 
differences in sources were found between the assemblages (Table 10-5). In Sector QQ of 
Nixtun-Ch'ich', 66% of the obsidian was from SMJ, 18% was Ixtepeque, 12% was El Chayal, 
and 4% was Pachúca. This suggests a dominance of San Martin Jilotepeque in the Chak'an Itza 
during the Late Postclassic period. The SMJ data exactly corresponds to Meissner’s study (2014: 
Table 4.1 and 4.2) on the projectile points and debitage from Nixtun-Ch'ich', where 67% were 
made from SMJ, 18% were from El Chayal, and 13% were from Ixtepeque. Although 
proportions of El Chayal and Ixtepeque switch from my data of obsidian blade from Nixtun-
Ch'ich', the dominance of SMJ is the same. Interestingly, a slight dominance of SMJ was 
identified among the data from San Bernabé. This further suggests a shared exchange network 
  Itza  Chak'an Itza Kowoj 
 Group 23 Nojpeten¹ Quexil² Nixtun-Ch'ich' Zacpeten³ 
El Chayal 24% 15% 48% 12% 37% 
Ixtepeque 68% 60% 31% 18% 19% 
San Martin 
Jilotepeque 
6% 23% 14% 66% 37% 




between San Bernabé of the Itza and Nixtun-Ch'ich' of the Chak'an Itza during the Late 
Postclassic period. 
 Using previous research on the chemical composition analysis of obsidian in the Petén 
lakes region, we can compare the data to identify exchange networks in the region. At Quexil, of 
39 debitage and blade fragments, 48% were from El Chayal, 31% from Ixtepeque, and 14% from 
SMJ (Meissner 2014: Table 4.1 and 4.2). Debitage and blade fragments were analyzed by Leslie 
Cecil at the Missouri University Research Reactor facility using an ElvaX desktop energy-
dispersive X-ray fluorescence (EDXRF) spectrometer (Rice and Cecil 2009). Of 262 obsidians 
from Zacepten, 37% were made from Ixtepeque, 37% were from El Chayal, and 19% were from 
SMJ (Rice and Cecil 2009: Table 14.1). This suggests an equal utilization of El Chayal and 
Ixtepeque sources over the SMJ source, contradicting the Kowoj-allied Nixtun-Ch'ich' 
assemblage. The pXRF data of obsidian core cached in the island of Nojpeten shows that, of the 
190 obsidian cores and core fragments, 60% were made from Ixtepeque, 23% were from SMJ, 
and 15% were from El Chayal (McArdle 2014: Table 5). The predominance of Ixtepeque source 
is similar to Group 23 at Tayasal, but the least abundant source was El Chayal, rather than SMJ. 
Angela McArdle (2014:59-60) notes that the higher proportion of the El Chayal source from the 
cache in Nojpeten was due the availability of obsidian procurement from three different sources 
using several different trade routes. 
In discussing the differences in obsidian source prevalence between neighboring sites in 
the Petén lakes region, it is likely that the Chak'an Itza had a different trade route to procure SMJ 
obsidian during the Postclassic period, probably through the western route through the 
Usumacinta River. The other polities, the Itza and Kowoj, had the predominance of the 
Itxtepeque obsidian: they used the eastern trade routes through Belize. It is interesting that the 
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Itza data were similar to the Kowoj data. Nevertheless, if the Itza and Kowoj were in conflict, 
they might have had different trade network and routes. 
10-9 Summary 
 In this chapter, I discussed characteristics of Itza material culture at Tayasal, comparing it 
to Kowoj’s material culture. The material culture of the Itza at Group 23 differed from that of the 
Kowoj at Zacpetén. Architectural patterns including both the ceremonial and residential 
structures were compared, and we have shown their different patterns. Although no clear temple 
assemblage was identified throughout Tayasal, the data from both the previous and current 
research show that the Itza at Tayasal arranged the earlier plaza groups into a basic ceremonial 
group, which contained an open hall, a shrine, and an oratorio. They may have adapted the 
arrangement based on local tradition, which focused on the long, open hall structure in the 
Central Petén. Alternatively, the Itza may have avoided the temple assemblage adopted in the 
Kowoj region. The residential pattern of Group 23 is one of multiple residences on a single 
platform. This is different from the single-dwelling pattern at Zacpetén. Two residences at Group 
23B faced each other with a burial in the center. Structures at Group 23C contained multiple 
buildings upon a single platform. No tandem form, which was common at Zacpetén, was 
identified at Group 23. In general, Itza architecture tends to be more composed of perishable 
materials with fewer walls: for example, Itza open halls ranges 10-15 m at Tayasal, compared to 
Kowoj open halls around 24-35 m at Zacpetén. 
As the previous studies on the Postclassic ceramic groups demonstrated, a different 
pattern of ceramic distribution from the pattern in the Kowoj region was identified in Group 23. 
The Kowoj-related Clemencia Cream Paste ware was extremely rare at Group 23, while the 
Vitizl Orange-Red paste ware was more common than in the Kowoj region. Within Group 23, 
484 
 
the residential structure, Str. T52 had higher frequencies of Augustine Red of the Vitizl Orange-
Red type than any other structures. Effigy tripod legs of Augustine Red were primarily reptilian 
animals and Str. T52 had numerous fragments of reptile effigy legs.  Hourglass composite 
censers were more common than the effigy censers across Group 23. They were concentrated 
around the reset stelae and above burials.  
The Itza mortuary pattern was identified across Group 23: individuals were seated in the 
position with their head facing towards the north and overlaid with smashed censer fragments. 
This pattern may be extended to the burials at Group 25A, which was excavated by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington 1921-22. This pattern was newly identified by the author and has not 
been reported in any other Postclassic sites in the Petén lakes region. Further investigation into 
Postclassic burials may reveal more concrete data on the Itza mortuary pattern. 
Both the Postclassic Itza and Kowoj reused the ancient constructions and monuments 
incorporated into their ceremonial landscape. The Itza reoccupied the Late/Terminal Classic 
ceremonial group with a possible Preclassic E-Group and rearranged it into the Late Postclassic 
architectural pattern of a basic ceremonial group. Late Classic monuments were reset in different 
locations from the original ones. The Kowoj, on the other hand, rearranged the Late Classic 
Plaza Plan 2 into the temple assemblage and reused the Terminal Classic monuments by 
incorporating them into the renovation of Late Classic constructions. The Late Postclassic 
occupants at both sites venerated these reused monuments using censers. The different patterns 
of reuse of ancient monuments may indicate a different community system or organization. It is 
likely that both groups migrated from northern Yucatán and reoccupied abandoned sites or 
amalgamated with local occupants at sites in the Petén lakes region. In the course of establishing 
their community identity in the region, they adapted their ancestral material culture from 
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northern Yucatán and incorporated them into local (older) constructions. The amalgamation of 
two different types of “past” for both groups resulted in a new ethnogenesis. 
The chemical analyses of pottery paste and obsidian revealed significant differences 
between Group 23 and San Bernabé within Tayasal. This indicates the presence of intra-site 
communities at Tayasal. The obsidian sourcing analysis also reveals different patterns between 
Tayasal, Nixtun-Ch'ich', Flores, Quexil, and Zacpeten. The Ixtepeque source was dominant 
except in Nixtun-Ch'ich'. Instead, Nixtun-Ch'ich' had more of the San Martin Jilotepeque source, 
which was the least common in Tayasal and Zacpeten. This interesting result shows that the 
Chak'an Itza may have had the western trade route to acquire the SMJ obsidians during the 
Postclassic period. The obsidian procurement suggests subregional factionalism which may have 





Conclusion: Constructed Social Identity of the Itza 
through the Material Culture 
11-1 Introduction 
This dissertation specifically focuses on the Late Postclassic period at Tayasal during the 
Itza Maya occupation. Archaeological investigations at Tayasal have suggest patterns indicative 
of the material culture of the Tayasal Itza. The preceding chapters have examined Itza’s material 
culture of the Main Group at Tayasal, revealing how their pattern of material culture was distinct 
and differed from that of the neighboring Kowoj at Zacpetén.  
I have argued that the Itza of Petén were a mix of migrants from northern Yucatán and the 
local population, that they may have shared ancestors, and that the inhabitants at Tayasal 
established a Late Postclassic community in the Main Group including Group 23. Additionally, 
the community utilized material culture to differentiate their social identity from their historical 
enemy: the Xiw-related Kowoj from the eastern side of Lake Petén Itzá. Tayasal Itza material 
culture was associated with both their ancestors from northern Yucatán (including the Chich'en 
Itza and Mayapán) and with the local Itza material culture. The material culture associated with 
northern Yucatán included both architectural arrangements such as the basic ceremonial complex 
and Mayapán-style effigy censers. The present research revealed that the ceremonial group of 
Group 23A was arranged in the basic ceremonial group (open hall, oratorio, and shrine), which 
the Itza commonly constructed in the Itza region of the Petén. However, we cannot eliminate the 
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possibility that it was a temple assemblage, with Str. T95 as a temple. Further excavation at Str. 
T95 would reveal whether it served as a temple during the Late Postclassic Period.  
Local and historical ancient carved monuments were recycled and then reset into new 
locations with new meanings. Stelae 3, 4, and 5 were found near Strs. T100, T94, and T99B, 
respectively. The excavation of Stela 4 at Str. T94 revealed that it was reset in the current 
location during the Postclassic period. Ancient carved monuments may have represented glorious 
past and ancestors at Tayasal. Incorporating the local concrete past as their ancestors was a way 
of legitimizing their new social identity in the Petén lakes region.  
One of the main goals of this dissertation was to identify a community identity of Tayasal 
through the material culture of the Itza. The characteristics of Itza material culture at Tayasal 
provides the basis for a discussion of their multi-scaler community identity. In this chapter, I 
organize the discussion of community identity following the theoretical orientations I presented 
in this study: 1) the multi-scaler community identity of the Itza at Tayasal was based on material 
culture, 2) the practices of commemorating ancestors through the semiotic approach, and 3) the 
use of migration myth as a legitimation of macro-scale ethnic identity in the Petén lakes region. 
Based on these proposed strategies of the Itza elites, I discuss subregional factionalism among 
the Itza. Finally, I conclude with the implication of the constructing of material culture as a way 
of resilience and survival for the Itza in the region. 
11-2 Community Identity of the Itza at Tayasal 
The data presented in the preceding chapters demonstrate the community identity of the 
Itza at Tayasal, and through multi-scaler analysis, as adapted from Jason Yaeger (2000), Tayasal 
was an Itza community at the micro-scale. Several hostile ethnohistorical episodes between the 
Itza and the Kowoj during the 17th-century rest on postulating that the conflict was not simply 
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between the Itza and Kowoj; rather, these episodes were the result of several factions and 
communities rationalizing their own socio-political status within the region. The Itza were 
composed of several factions and communities in the southern and western sides of Lake Petén 
Itzá: the Itza under the control of the Ajaw Kan Ek', while the Chak'an Itza allied to the Kowoj. 
The research area, the Main Group at Tayasal, was likely one of the Itza communities that shared 
Itza identity. This Itza’s capital was Nojpeten or Tayza, the present-day Flores Island.  
Here I claim that “community” is a spatially defined locus of social practices, in which 
the inhabitants of an area share certain social practices. Community identity is socially 
constructed by certain social aspects that are expressed in material culture. The inhabitants are 
composed of members of a social group that shares a sense of collective identity. Communities 
are constituted on different levels and at different scales, and each level carries its own social 
identity. Yaeger’s (2000) multi-scalar analysis considers that a socially constituted community 
shifts and transform depending on which practices of affiliations and commonalities people 
engage within the community. Based on his categories, I proposed three levels of community: 1) 
micro-scale, 2) middle-scale, and 3) macro-scale. The practices of the micro-scale community 
are on a daily basis and shared by everyone in the community. The practices of the middle-scale 
community are interactive, reinforcing a macro-scale community identity within the community. 
The practices of the macro-scale community link the community members to groups outside the 
community. These levels of a community shift by reference to the differing characteristics of 
various social practices and their definition of a collective identity.   
Through the material culture recovered from archaeological investigations, I consider a 
multi-scalar community identity for the Itza at Tayasal (Table 11-1). At the micro-scale, the Itza 
at Tayasal shared domestic activities on a daily basis within the area of the Main Group. Many  
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Table 11-1: List of practices of affiliation for each level of community identity at Group 23, Tayasal. 
domestic activities are unconscious (following Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus), and involve 
production and consumption. The archaeological evidence indicates that the residents of the 
Main Group, especially Group 23, engaged in practices that reflect a micro-scale community. 
These practices include fundamental domestic consumption, such as the use of Paxcaman Red 
and Augustine Red pottery that were manufactured locally. The compositional analysis of 
obsidian blades revealed that each structure in Group 23 had the same predominance of the 
Ixtepeque source, except for Str. T97 in Group 23B which had the small sample size.  
The group of Cerro Mo' in the east and San Bernabé in the west were likely discrete  
 PRACTICES OF AFFILIATION 
MICRO SCALE Practices shared by everybody living at Group 23/Main Group/Tayasal 
- Domestic activities using local pottery (e.g., Paxcamán Red and 
Augustine Red) and the Ixtepeque obsidian tools 
MIDDLE SCALE Interactive practices within the settlement to reinforce a community 
identity 
- Ceremonial activities using effigy and non-effigy censers 
- Resetting of ancient monuments 
- Shared burial pattern 
MACRO SCALE Practices that linked the same historical background of migration from 
northern Yucatán 
- Use of Paxcamán Red as a hallmark of the Itza  
- Construction of Basic Ceremonial Group 
- Use of Mayapán-related effigy and non-effigy censers 
- Social affiliation to Chich'en Itza under Ajaw Kan Ek' 
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micro-scale communities on the Tayasal Peninsula. The obsidian sources of the blade fragments 
from San Bernabé showed different: they utilized the San Martin Jilotepeque obsidian the most, 
similar to Nixtun Ch'ich' in the Chak'an Itza. There was a higher frequency of the non-carbonate 
tempered Augustine Red sherds at San Bernabé than Group 23. Further research on the 
comparison of Augustine sherds from Nixtun-Ch'ich' may reveal that the material culture of San 
Bernabé shared more with Nixtun-Ch'ich' in the Chak'an Itza than the Main Group of the Itza. 
The eastern shrine, Str. T247 in Cerro Mo' may have been a pilgrimage site to the ancient triadic 
pyramid (T246) during the Postclassic period (Halperin 2014). Further research seeking a 
Postclassic community in the vicinity would reveal a material culture of a community at the 
micro-scale level. Those communities may have had their own community identity.  
At the middle-scale, interactive practices that reinforced a community identity included 
ceremonial practices using effigy and non-effigy censers. These practices were not conducted on 
a daily basis but practiced in both the domestic and ceremonial contexts. Pilgrimage to the shrine 
in Cerro Mo' may have been a practice to reinforce the community solidarity, linking the Main 
Group members to others as a way of highlighting differences between different communities. 
The construction of the architectural arrangement of the basic ceremonial group from northern 
Yucatán was also a middle-scale practice. Resetting the ancient monuments was another way of 
reinforcing the middle-scale community identity. In addition, the local community in the Main 
Group had a distinct burial pattern, which has not been identified outside of the Main Group at 
Tayasal.  
At the macro-scale, these various communities on the peninsula shared the same 
historical background of their ancestor’s migration from northern Yucatán. Communities within 
this framework on the peninsula were under the control of Ajaw Kan Ek' as the group of the Itza. 
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The scarcity of Clemencia Cream Paste wares and the absence of temple assemblage in the Itza 
region are evidence of an absence: a characteristic of the Itza at the macro-scale. The Itza of 
Petén shared the collective identity that they were related to Chich'en Itza in Yucatán. This 
“Chich'en Itza” was similar to an imagined, mythical homeland where their lord Ajaw Kan Ek' 
originated. The use of reptilian iconography is associated with Chich'en Itza and/or Kan Ek' and 
is strongly associated with Kukulkan, and the Itza of Petén continued to apply reptilian images as 
a part of their material culture, a practice that faded in the Kowoj region. Adapting the 
architectural trait from northern Yucatán, the Itza at Group 23 constructed a community identity 
linking to the material culture in northern Yucatán. Yaeger (2000) notes that this kind of third 
scale community shares practices among elites or leaders; thus, the relationship is more political 
and economic than social. Elites often associate themselves with middle- and macro-scale levels 
by trying themselves to ancestors, who came from elsewhere (Helms 1998:121-144). Such seems 
to have been the case of Itza elites who made strong claims of connections to Yucatán.  
The proposed and discussed community identity through the multi-scale analysis of 
material culture was probably constructed by elites to shape social and power relations. Through 
the material culture, the community identity of the Itza at Tayasal was practiced to legitimate 
their micro-scale community identity within the larger middle- and macro-scale identities. This 
community identity was based on their claimed ancestors and the local history to strengthen their 
social credibility there. Likewise, the constructed identity was used to differentiate them from the 
neighboring enemy, the Kowoj. At the same time as considering a local community at the micro-
scale with the proposed practices at Tayasal, we can see that the community was created by what 
are not using the Kowoj-affiliated material culture: Topoxté ceramics and temple assemblages. 
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11-3 Social Memory of the Itza at Tayasal 
In order to understand the construction of social identity and to evaluate the Itza’s 
community identity through archaeology, two analytical frameworks were used: social memory 
and migration myths. One way of constructing social identity is in the commemoration of 
ancestors through various practices as a form of collective social memory. The Itza at Tayasal 
commemorated both distant and local ancestors. For distant ancestors who resided in Yucatán, 
they constructed a basic ceremonial group to conduct ceremonial activities using both effigy and 
non-effigy censers. For local ancestors who resided at Tayasal prior to the migration, they reused 
ancient monuments by resetting them into new locations as a form of commemoration. The 
practice of commemorating ancestors was probably constructed by the Itza elites as a strategy to 
manipulate the inhabitants in the process of consolidating community identity. 
Group 23’s basic ceremonial group appears to have been modified from the local tradition, 
which focused on the long structure of the Terminal Classic period in the Central Petén. 
Modification to the basic ceremonial group was also identified at Zacpetén (Pugh 2001). Later, a 
temple and open halls were added to configure a temple assemblage in Group A at Zacpetén. At 
Group 23, the central structure (Str. T95) on the E-Group platform on the eastern side of the 
plaza was likely adopted as a temple to configure a temple assemblage because Str. T95 lies on 
the same axis with Str. T100 (raised shrine) and Str. T99B (open hall). Additionally, the carved 
monument that contains the Lamat or Ek' (“star,” “ek',” or “war”) glyph was found near Str. T95, 
suggesting that this structure was incorporated into the architectural arrangement in Group 23A. 
Using semiotic analysis, I demonstrated the mechanism for constructing social memory 
and ancestor veneration. Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic theory is composed of sign, object, 
and interpretant. These elements are processed and developed in the course of the semiotic 
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process. Peircean semiotics helps to explain how the meaning of a sign is both created and 
mediated by humans. Adapting architectural arrangement and reuse of ancient monuments can 
be explained through the semiotic analysis.  
In the case of the ceremonial center of Group 23A at Tayasal, the “sign” consists of the 
constructions of the basic ceremonial group or the variant form of temple assemblage, as well as 
the Classic-period stelae; the “object” is a connection to Mayapán and mythical ancestors from 
Yucatán through the architecture and local past/ancestors commemorated in stelae; and the 
“interpretant” would refer to the process of mediation that occurs through ancestor veneration 
and through the social memory of ancestors. That the basic ceremonial group or the variant form 
of temple assemblage communicated or mediated through ancestral veneration at Group 23A 
would make no sense unless the community members understood them as related to the 
architectural pattern of Mayapán or other sites in Yucatán. Not only the inhabitants of Tayasal 
but also the other inhabitants of the Petén lakes region (including the Kowoj and Chak'an Itza) 
could have understood this purported connection between the Itza at Tayasal and Mayapán. Thus, 
Group 23A served as an indexical legisign of sites in Yucatán including the great city of 
Mayapán, and at the same time, it functioned as an iconic legisign of their (claimed) ancestors.  
The Itza at Tayasal created a new landscape in Group 23A during the Postclassic period, 
by modifying the arrangement of ceremonial group. The modified, ceremonial landscape 
mediated between the architectural arrangement and their ancestors in Yucatán. The Itza also 
conducted ceremonial practices using effigy and non-effigy censers that were also associated 
with Yucatán: this practice also mediated the censers and their ancestors in Yucatán. 
Furthermore, the Itza reused the ancient carved monuments, resetting them into the new 
locations. This practice mediated between the migrant Itza and the local ancestors who produced 
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the carved monuments. These signs and objects were given new meanings by practices of 
commemoration as ancestor veneration. 
Richard Parmentier’s distinction between the two categories of signs, signs of history and 
signs in history, helps us to understand the resetting and modification of Classic stelae during the 
Postclassic period. “Signs of history” are symbolic expressions of historical events in the past in 
any medium (e.g., monuments, history books, historic objects). “Signs in history” refers to those 
signs of history that become a reference to the history in social life. In other words, signs in 
history are all signs of history. Parmentier (1987:12) considers that in many pre-literate societies 
signs of history are signs in history simultaneously. A commemorative stela that represents a 
historical event of a polity is a sign of history but becomes a sign in history when it is 
intentionally destroyed. At Group 23A, both Preclassic-period structures and Classic-period 
stelae may have been historicizing signs, mediating social and political legitimacy of the site. 
The possible E-Group platform was incorporated into the Postclassic ceremonial arrangement 
(possibly a temple assemblage). Broken stelae from the Classic period were reset at different 
locations to commemorate local ancestors. Thus, signs of objects became sings in history by 
social action such as commemoration. These historicizing sings were used to manipulate 
historical consciousness by the Itza elites.  
The social memory of the Itza was constructed in association with the local mythological 
past by the reuse of previous buildings and the adaption and creation of migration myths in 
Tayasal. Again, the Peircean semiotic approach helps us understand the manipulation of meaning 
through historical stelae and architectural patterns. These materials were modified and 
incorporated into ceremonial activities as commemorating ancestors during the Postclssic period. 
These practices appropriated the stelae and architectural patterns and pertained to ethnogenetic 
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social memory and social identity. Ancient buildings which were associated with generations of 
local ancestors were interpreted and inscribed with new meanings. The concept of “foreignness” 
characterized Itza identity as something different from the locals. At the same time, a local 
identity was created by the reuse of previous constructions at Tayasal. Migration myths and 
reuse of past buildings served as strategies and tools to claim an identity tied to both a foreign 
origin and to local inhabitants in order to legitimize their own authority. In the 15th to 17th 
century-Petén Lake region, this newly created social identity (ethnogenesis) was not employed to 
define themselves against the Europeans, but rather against local enemies such as the Kowoj and 
Chak'an Itza. 
11-4 Migration and Social Identity of the Itza of Petén 
The socio-political dynamics of the Itza of Petén during the Postclassic to Contact period 
developed group solidarity based on ancestral connection to legitimate their presence in various 
relocated settlements of the Petén lakes region. In the face of contested political power and 
territories, the authenticity of group identity should have been practiced in their locality. At 
Tayasal, practices associated with the construction of architectural and burial patterns are central 
techniques in the delineation of local subjects, those who properly belong to the area. For those 
who immigrated, the production of locality is especially relevant. For the immigrant Itza, the 
meaning of locality and belonging is characterized by the practices linked with the ethnic 
homeland. 
Despite multiple episodes of migration between Petén and Yucatán, the Itza claimed a 
stronger ancestral connection to Chich'en Itza than to Mayapán. The Kowoj, on the other hand, 
claimed to have migrated from Mayapán shortly before the Spanish invasion (Jones 1998:18). 
The historical conflicts between the Itza/Kokom and Kowoj/Xiw were grounded around their 
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respective ancestral homelands of Chich'en Itza and Mayapán. Shared social memories of 
ancestral groups and migration histories construct a new form of ethnic identity. While the Itza’s 
original homeland was the central Petén region, a new social identity placed Chich'en Itza as 
their ethnic homeland, as a part of their larger conflict against the Kowoj. In contrast to “natal 
homeland” as ones’ place of birth (Tsuda 2008:5), the ethnic homeland is regarded as a 
collective group origin created by members. “The Itza of Petén” was a new social identity 
connected to the formerly powerful city of Chich'en Itza, while “the Kowoj of Petén” refers to an 
affiliation to Mayapán: an equally strong city as Chich’en Itza.  
Peircean semiotics helps to understand the relationship between the use of migration 
myths and social identity. Peirce’s notion of pragmatism draw upon the sign mode of 
indexicality. Peirce offers an understanding of self and society: self can be realized through 
society. Self-identities are made up of the social relations in which they reside. The Itza elites 
conducted social activities such as ancestor veneration appropriating the migration myths and 
material meanings. These social practices are relevant to Parmentier’s signs in history. Migration 
myths written in the books of Chilam Balam were signs in history. Migration myths served as 
indexical symbols and implicated in the cultural coding of the history. Manipulated history and 
material objects helped establish a community identity of the Itza. 
In the meantime, the ethnogenesis of the Itza of Petén was the result of a complex 
historical context of factional competition between the two lineages the Itza/Kokom and the 
Kowoj/Xiw and Chich'en Itza and Mayapán. The conflicts within the Petén lakes region resulted 
in this ethnogenesis through the struggle to control access to both the exchange network and 
power. In addition to the struggles over the territorial and economic domination, ethnogenesis 
was developed as a strategy for the elite emulation by the adoption of the foreign images.  
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11-5 Itza Factionalism 
Recent studies by Prudence Rice and Don Rice (2018a, 2018b) have revised the political 
geography of the Petén lakes region. Three polities that used to be thought to have existed based 
on the Colonial documents were the Itza, the Kowoj, and the Yalain. However, the Yalain may 
have been a nickname for a province in the Itza territory, not a separate polity. This is supported 
by Franciscan Friar Andrés de Avendañno y Loyola who described Yalain as a small community 
and that the people of Yalain were originally from the Itza. The previous location of Yalain was 
postulated in the Kowoj territory near Lake Macanché. Archaeological investigations revealed 
that the designated archaeological site of Yalain contained a large number of Topoxté Red types 
(Chapter 6). This contradicted the documents that the inhabitants of Yalain affiliated with the 
Itza. It is likely that the province of Yalain in the Itza territory was a local community at the 
micro-scale. 
The revised polities that existed in the Petén lakes region in the late 17th century were the 
Itza, the Kowoj, and a subgroup/faction of the Itza, the Chak'an Itza. Colonial documents 
described that the Chak'an Itza had kinship ties with Kan Ek' lineage: even though the principal 
ruler of the pair, Ajaw B'atab' K'in Kan Kante was the uncle of Ajaw Kan Ek'. During the 17th 
century, they had disagreements and probably separated more from the Itza (Jones 1998:95). 
Late Chak'an Itza allied with the Kowoj against Ajaw Kan Ek' (Jones 1998:125). The Itza were 
not a unified polity but politically split into two factions: the dominant faction of the Itza and the 
opposing faction of the Chak'an Itza.  
According to Elizabeth Brumfiel’s (1994:4) definition, factions are similar groups that 
compete for political power and resources. The Itza and the Chak'an Itza were structurally 
similar groups, sharing the same ancestral history defined by their lineages. Moreover, they 
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competed for resources, probably with the Chak'an Itza for the Ixtepeque obsidian. Prudence 
Rice and Leslie Cecil (2009:336) note that San Martin Jilotepeque (SMJ) obsidian was not a 
desirable material for tools due to the inclusion of tiny crystals and bubbles. The pXRF analysis 
revealed that Nixtun-Ch'ich' in the Chak'an Itza utilized primarily the SMJ obsidian. This 
indicates that the Chak'an Itza may have competed for access to the Ixtepeque obsidian which 
may have had better quality.  
Archaeological investigations at Tayasal for this study revealed the material culture of the 
Main Group at Tayasal, was likely affiliated to the dominant Itza faction. One of the research 
questions for this dissertation was to identify the Itza factions through material culture. The 
identified material culture helped to conceptualize a community identity of the Itza at Tayasal. 
Based on the proposed practices of affiliation for the multi-scale analysis, we can expect that 
Nixtun-Ch'ich' was a local community at the macro-scale among the Chak'an Itza, predominantly 
utilizing Ixtepeque obsidian. The community of Nixtun-Ch'ich' practiced ceremonial activities 
using effigy and non-effigy censers like the Itza at Tayasal as the middle-scale. The Chak'an Itza 
had the same historical background as the Itza and shared the similar reptile symbols and 
Mayapán-related censers. Since they likely locally produced Vitzil Orange-Red Paste wares and 
had their own trade route to access the Ixtepeque obsidian, they were economically powerful and 
could have undermined Ajaw Kan Ek'. Through material culture, this study revealed that the 
Chak'an Itza faction was culturally similar to the Itza, but economically (and politically) different. 
11-6 Constructing Social Identity through the Past 
Sharing a historical connection to the constructed landscape reinforces both a social bond 
and political status within the larger vicinity of the site. This was important for the Itza at 
Tayasal, who were mainly new arrivals in the Petén lakes region during the Late Postclassic 
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period from Yucatán. Ancient architecture and monuments at Tayasal were interpolated with 
social memory by the Itza to provoke new meanings for the group. They were appropriated 
without reference to their ancestral history in order to incorporate the local history into the 
ancestral history of the community. The indexical icon of Chich'en Itza as an ethnic homeland 
was recreated to suit the changing social and political structures of the Itza in Petén. This kind of 
construction of social memory occurred among dislocated or migratory groups among the pre-
Columbian Mesoamericans, such as the Aztecs.  
In the manner of constructing locality and identity, the Itza of Petén developed a stronger 
social identity among a mixture of several lineage factions throughout the Petén. Constructed 
ethnic consciousness of ancestral origin was reinforced by external pressures from surrounding 
groups, which defined them as ethnically “Itza.” This ethnic sentiment was certainly enhanced 
through the migration myths. In Mesoamerica, origin myths through migration were commonly 
used as a strategy through which groups distinguished themselves from their neighbors, 
emphasizing the identification of a distant, powerful homeland. As a strategy of the elite 
emulation of ethnogenesis, the Itza elite adopted images of the great ethnic homeland through 
migration myths in order to legitimize their social identity over the polity with different cultural 
traits from those of Kowoj, producing “Itzaness.” 
This research identified the material culture of the Itza and social practices by which the 
Itza at Tayasal established a new identity. The Itza elites likely constructed their new community 
in Group 23 with the images of sites in Yucatán. By encoding the basic ceremonial group or 
temple assemblage in architectural arrangement, they created “signs of history.” The form of the 
ceremonial group would have served as indexical sign legitimizing their authority. For 
ceremonial activities, Mayapán-related censers were produced and used as iconic signs. In 
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addition, a new form of mortuary practice was shared within the community. With the continued 
streams of refugees, the Itza elites at Tayasal implemented a strategy of community solidarity 
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